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Preface
To hear an Oriole sing
May be a common thing-
Or only a divine
It is not of the Bird
Who sing the same, unheard,
As unto Crowd-The Fashion of the Ear
Attireth that it hear
In Dun, or fair-So whether it be Rune,
Or whether it be none
Is of within.
The "Tune is in the Tree--"
The Skeptic--showeth me-
"No Sir! In Thee!"1
Two of America's greatest poets are Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman.
Though they lived and wrote contemporaneously in the nineteenth century,
they did not know each other.
Whitman:

In a chapter entitled "Dickinson and

Strangers But Akin," Arthur E. Briggs states that Walt Whitman

knew nothing of Emily Dickinson and that "[s]he knew of him reputedly
and not persona11y. ,,2

Referring to a letter from Thomas Wentworth

Higginson, a literary critic Dickinson chose to be her mentor, she wrote,
"You speak of Mr. Whitman--I never read his Book--but was told that he
was d.isgraceful."

3

Acknowledging that they were strangers, Briggs is struck by their
many similarities including their regional background, their unorthodox
views of religion, and their philosophical approaches to life.

"Wholly

separate from or unconscious of each other they had so much in common

that their differences are often more matters of degree than of kind."4
Briggs states, "Also for her as for him immortality was a frequent theme,

with a similar conclusion.

She was very skeptical about an after life,

but not yielding to the notion that this world is the end of all.
However, immortality is not something in an aftertime, a here after, it
is now. . . . Or, in a different mood, I am the term between the eternity
of the past and the immortality of the future, and death is an incident
5

of that continuity. 11

Struck by Briggs' observations of similarities, Dickinson's bold
statement of the overall importance of psyche in "To hear an Oriole
Sing," and Whitman's vast sense of optimism in his cumulative poetry,
this writer employs the biographies of these two poets and their poems
on immortality to show that finally their writings are more dissimilar
than 'akin' on the "flood subject"6 because "The Fashion of the Ear/
Attireth that it hear/In Dun, or fair--" and the ultimate song comes
from within.

Emily Dickinson sang " . . • off Charnel steps 117 because

she was the skeptic.

Whitman, on the other hand, finally r solved all

doubts in his acceptance of and celebration of Being; he was th

cosmic.

The paper is subdivided into three Chapters dealing with the age in
which they lived, their biographical sketches, and their poetry on death
and immortality.

ii

HISTORICAL MILIEU

Walter Whitman was born May 31, 1819, Emily Dickinson December 10,
1830.

These monumental American poets who were so slow to receive

their country's praise were born into a century in which everything
that constitutes "nation" was in a state of rapid, violent change--the
geographical boundaries, the political philosophies, the technological
inventions, the religious principles, the social concepts, the judicial
system, and the national literature.
"As the nineteenth century opened, the area of the United States
was less than one million square miles, the population five million.
By the middle of that century the area had expanded to one and one-half
million square miles and the population to more than twenty million."l
That the United States was still recovering from the War of 1812
with Great Britain when Walt Whitman was born in 1819 is an interesting
observation because he was a poet who celebrated America and its
tremendous tie of unity.

The war had "begun and continued amid discon

tent and bickering [yet] it nevertheless strengthened the sentiment
. t.ism.
and patrio
o f nationa 1 unity
.

112

This sense of unity was strength-

ened by the separate territories becoming part of the nation.
At the time of Whitman's birth, the union contained 21 states.
The most recent one to have been admitted was Illinois on December 3,
1818.

3

In addition, in 1803, the United States had purchased from

France the Louisiana Territory--a huge area stretching from Louisiana
in the South to present day Montana in the North and West.

In 1819,

the Adams-Onis Treaty gained the Florida colony from Spain (p. 71).

2

The Northwest Boundary Gap as the U. S.-Canada Boundary had been
settled by a treaty with Britain in 1818.

By the time Emily Dickinson

was born, some eleven years after Whitman's birth, the union consisted
of 24 states.

During their lifetimes all the land now included in

continental America was acquired.

In 1845, the Texas Annexation

added a huge portion of the Southwest.

Three years later, after the

Mexican-American War, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed.

It

ceded California and other large areas of the Southwest to the U. S.
The Oregon Country came under U. S. sovereignty when a dispute with
Britain was settled in 1846, and the U. S. gained control of everything
south of the 49th parallel.

In 1853, the Gadsen purchase acquired

from Mexico a strip of land south of the California Territory and
fixed our present Southern border.

In 1867, Secretary of State

William Seward arranged to purchase Alaska from Russia for $7.2 mil
lion (p. 75).

As the country acquired more and more land, th

expansive,

adventuresome spirit of his fellow Americans that Whitman c 1 brated
insured the exploration, pioneering, and settling of these new terri
tories.

Thus, when Emily Dickinson died in May 1886, the nation

boasted 38 states, and by the time of Whitman's death six years later,
forty-four states belonged to the union (p. 75).
With the advent of the nineteenth century and the inauguration
of Thomas Jefferson as president, the country was definitely on the
road to democracy.
order among the

u.

Jefferson vowed his administration would preserve
S. inhabitants but leave them free to regulate their

own pursuits; would preserve states rights; would preserve civil over
military authorities.4

Jefferson was the candidate of the Democratic

Republic Party which had come into being to oppose the Federalists

3

who were urban centered, aristocratic-born, and resentful of the
'average man.'

With the advent of this new party the two party system

was born.

During the lifetime of Whitman and Dickinson other parties

appeared.

Among them were the Liberty Party in 1840, whose platform

was abolition, and the Free Soil Party in 1848, which opposed the
admission of slavery into national territories (p. 56).

Whitman him

self was a delegate to the Free Soil Party which supported Martin
Van Buren for the presidency.

Also, he edited a Free Soil paper, the

Brooklyn Weekly Freeman, which he eventually published daily before
its demise on September 11, 1849.5

The American Know-Nothing Party,

formed in 1852, opposed immigration and Roman Catholicism.

In

opposition to this party and pro-slavery, a new political party was
formed in 1856.
Democrats.

It consisted of former Whigs and some Free Soil

It was called the Republican Party.

This fracturing of American politics into many splinter groups
disturbed Walt Whitman, and he published a poem that indirectly involved
the Know-Nothing Party and other national

groups, "Poem For The

6
Proposition of Nakedness," renamed "Respondez" in 1856.
also several essays and pamphlets about this time.

He wrote

One published in

Life Illustrated, called "The Slave Trade," attack ed the government
for knowingly allowing traders to sail.

Another unpublished poem

called "Eighteenth Presidency" laments the apparent loss of the will
to achieve the democratic goals set by our founding fathers.7
The fractions continued in American politics with the advent of
the Constitutional Union Party in 1860, the Prohibition Party in
1872, the Greenback Party and the Greenback Labor Party in 1876 and
1880, the Socialist Labor Party in 1880, the Anti-Monopoly in 1884,
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and the Union Labor Party in 1888.

The year of Whitman's death, 18 9 2,

saw the inception of the National Democrats (p. 57).
When these self-centered groups splintered off from each other '
the American Political system floundered in its development into the
two

strong national parties it claims today.

However, despite the

diversification of interests and the petty splitting of parties over
temporary issues,"three-quarters of the American electorate have
identified with one or the other of two great national parties" (p. 55).
Walt Whitman was not visionary when he sang of unity among diversity.
He, however, did reflect his country's adolescence when in 1868 he
had mellowed enough to align himself with a splinter group, the
Republican party, which had a ticket of Grant and Colfax.8 Thus, the
self-named poet of America was truly representative of this era of
American politics.
While Whitman actively pursued or remained interested in pol'tics
throughout his lifetime, there is no evidence that Emily Dickinson
ever took an interest in politics.

u

She all but ignored the stirring

events of the time and said nothing about the great national causes
abolition, women's rights, the plight of the northern poor�9

This

disregard of the American political scene is more interesting because
her father was a politician who served as representative to the
general court of Massachusetts in 1838 and 1872 and as a state
senator in 1842 and 1843.

In 1852 he was a delegate to the National

Whig Convention in Baltimore and later that year was elected to the
United States Congress as Representative in the tenth Massachusetts
district.lo
Emily visited he� father in Washington in February and March of

5

1855.

It was her longest trip away from home except for her visit to

Boston nine years later for treatment of an eye disorder.

From

Washington Emily wrote home of her enjoyment of the southern winter
and of her reverence and awe at visiting Mr. Vernon and Washington's
tomb.11

Despite the fact that she was in the nation's capital because

of her father's political appointment, she does not mention her father's
job or any political issues of the day.

While some authorities say

Emily feared her father and some say she was overly devoted to him,
it seems apparent by her silence that she lacked interest in these,
the major occupations of his life.
In addition to the tremendous physical growth of the nation in
the lifetimes of Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson there was a corre
sponding growth in production.

While the west was rapidly growing

geographically, its growth in population and production was slow.
Then achievements began which helped bring the west into a populous,
producing, vital part of the nation.
highway was begun.

It was to connect Cumberland, Maryland with

Wheeling, West Virginia.
Illinois (p. 193).

In 1811 the first national

By 1840 it had expanded to Vandalia,

I� 1817, Clinton's Ditch was begun westward to

expand trade and travel,and by 1825 it was completed as the Erie Canal
(pp. 194-95).
This feat tremendously aided the transportation of people to the
new frontiers as well as the movement of vast cargoes of coal and
iron ore to the cities of the northeast, thereby expanding the
growth of the industrial urban areas.

"On a turnpike, four horses

could draw in a day three thousand pounds a distance of eighteen
miles; on the canal four horses could draw in a day a boat loaded

6

with two hundred thousand pounds of goods a distance of twenty-four
miles. . . . before the canal was built the freight charges on a ton
of goods hauled overland from Buffalo to Albany amounted to one
hundred dollars; the cost of sending the same load on the canal, includ
ing tolls, was about twelve dollars." 12

Likewise in 1827 the

Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was begun (p. 197).
tremendous advancement in transportation.

This, too, was a

"Without [railroads] it

would have been almost impossible to supply the jump-offs for the
mass migrations to the far west."13

In the beginning horses pulled

huge cars on the rails; then in 1830 Peter Cooper built a steam
locomotive, and rail travel was on its way (p. 197).
Amherst-Belchertown Railroad was built.

In 1853, the

Emily Dickinson's father

was influential in forming the company that financed this railroad.14
She acknowledged this technological feat in a poem which has become
one of her most famous, "I Like to See it Lap the Miles."

Finally, on

May 10, 1869, the Golden Spike was driven which signified the completion
of the trans-continental line (p. 199).

Walt Whitman celebrated this

engineering accomplishment in his long prophetic poem "Passage to
India."
While improvement in transportation methods brought the west
closer, strides in agricultural inventions and technology made
survival in these areas much easier.

In 1837, John Deere developed a

plough that would allow one yoke of oxen or a span of horses to break
the sod covered by the heavy, tough, prairie grasses (p. 114).

In

1831, Cyrus McCormick invente d the horse-drawn reaper which revolu
tionized grain production, for it could cut in mere hours what it had
taken three men a day to do by hand scythe (p. 112).

By 1874, it had
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been improved and modified so that it could also bail the grain,
making easier delivery to the equally new thrashing machine (p. 263).
In 1874 barbed wire was introduced, making possible the protection of
the cattle and produce (p. 114).

By 1880, there was a reaper-thrasher

or combine which reaped, thrashed, cleaned and bagged the grain (p. 263).
Science, too, aided the growth of production by coming to the farmers'
aid with fertilizer and disease-resistant seed for major crops.
While the rural areas of the country grew rapidly, the urban
areas likewise expanded using the produce of the west in their mills
and packing plants.

"In 1870 little more than one fifth of the

country's population �ived in urban areas; by 1890 the proportion had
risen to one third.

. This influx into the cities was made feasable

principally through the rise of great industrial corporations.
Corresponding to the increase in agricultural produ ction was an
increase in manufacture of implements used for farming such as the
plow, the reaper, and the wire.

Clothing manufacturing, aided by

Howe's patent of the sewing machine in 1854, grew as the nation's
population growth spurted (p. 266).

Steel production increased

tremendously as transportation by rail and steamboat increased, for
these industries required the metal to produce their machinery.
The growth cycle of population and products from city to county
and back again made each section of the country vitally interested
in the happenings of every other section.

Hence, came the need for

faster, more reliable communication and transportation over the vast
areas of the nation.

Although Congress authorized a mail-carrying

contract to a cross-country stage line in 1857, this contract was
never carried out; but by 1858 John Butterfield had organized a line
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with 165 change stations with wells, corrals, blacksmith shops, its
own bridges, 1200 horses, 600 mules, 100 coaches and wagons.

He hired

750 men to work for the line and thus passage and communication with
western areas became more reliable and speedy, covering 2800 miles
from St. Louis to San Francisco in 21 days.16
became the famous Wells, Fargo and Co.

This line eventually

Likewise the Pony Express-

actually named The Central Overland, California and Pikes Express
Co.--organized in 1860 to carry mail quickly to the west (p. 199).
Another aid in communication was the organization in 1856 of the
Western Union Co., utilizing Samuel B. Morris' invention, the tele
graph.

Also in 1866, the effort begun in the 1850 1 s to lay an

Atlantic cable was partially accomplished with the cable from
Newfoundland to Ireland.

This feat promised the relaying of news

almost instantaneously to the people all over the country.

In 1876

Alexander Graham Bell succeeded in transmitting the human voice over
the telephone, and soon the wires could be seen in all cities.

The

invention of the typewriter caused a revolution in the printing of
newspapers and books and thus forged another bond between all sections
of the country.17
While the country was undergoing upheavals in politics and
phenomenal growth in geography, transportation, communication, and
industry, it likewise was undergoing change in those areas concerned
with the spiritual and psychological aspects of man--religion and
inherent sociological concerns.

Although the U. S. had guaranteed

individuals' rights to worship in the first ammendment of The Bill of
Rights, religious freedom did not come all at one time.

In Puritan

New England, church and state remained linked the longest.
did not break all bonds between church and state until 1818

Connecticut
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and Massachusetts not until 1833.

"Churches severed from all state

support competed in the open market, so to speak, for members and
money.1118

Nevertheless, democracy did not come to religion and worship

assumed many forms.
Church membership splintered frequently over differences in
doctrine, dogma, or personalities.

Also a tidal wave of immigrants

was not readily assimilated into the society and tended to form
segregated communities where they could preserve old world customs,
ideologies and religions.

As the generations of immigrants adapted

to their adopted country, they relaxed some of their orthodox ways
and formed "reformed" churches of their own or "American" branches of
their native sects.

Hence, all denominations with the exception of

Roman Catholicism passed through modifications in their ritual and
dogmas.19
At the same time that modifications were being made in many
churches, new religions were being born.

Utopian groups such as the

Mormons and the Shakers sprang up seeking the perfection of an ideal
society.

They were communal and closed groups and grew in the

western sections of the country.

''Transcendentalism revolted against

unitarianism, which had itself so recently revolted against prevailing
congregational orthodoxy.1120

The basic tenet of transcendentalism was

a recognition of the divinity within all men.

Concurrent with the

development of these new religions came Methodism, a movement which
centered on the personal, individual salvation without reference to
an organized authority.

Because the individual's relationship to

God was stressed, all men were equal and worthy of ministry.
and training were unimportant in this ministry.

Education

Thus where educatio n
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was lacking or rare, such as in the pioneer section of the country,
this movement was extremely strong.

The circuit rider who traveled

from settlement to settlement became a familiar figure on the frontier.
He preached whenever and wherever he could summon a crowd.

The

church served a social function as well as a spiritual one in the
West.

Camp meetings drew large crowds of people who ate, slept,

sang and prayed together, sometimes for days.

As people converted

to Christianity, they were charged to "Be ye therefore perfect even
as your Father in heaven is perfect."

Therefore, "[t]he convert

proceeded to reform first himself and then society--to overthrow
slavery, to stamp out political corruption, to promote temperance,
to eliminate poverty, war, disease and hunger."21

This evangelical

hysteria drew denominations together in a singleness of purpose-
societal reform--that lasted until the issue of slavery and the
looming civil war split even single denominations assunder--in some
instances for the next century.
The search for perfection of society, a result of the mass
evangelical Second Awakening of Christian morality, involved combatting
all the things that might stand in the way of perfecting man's soul.
Marriage, drinking habits, war, education, the treatment
of mental and emotional ailments, industrial practices,
women's rights, slavery and prison conditions were all
vigorously analyzed in spirited argumentative meetings,
pamphlets, and speeches. (p. 338)
The American Society for the Promotion of Temperance was founded in
1826, the National Temperance Society in 1865, and the Women's
Christian Temperance TTnion in 1874.

Their efforts took different

routes, some toward moderation, some toward abstinence, some against
the saloon, and some aiding the victims.22

An outgrowth of the WCTU

11

was a feminist movement concerned with gaining suffrage and civil
rights and encouraging the formation of organizations which promoted
culture and female college education.23

Likewise, in the field of

education churches took the lead with free Sunday Schools which
frequently developed into public schools.
by church groups.

Many colleges were formed

Among them were the Presbyterians Princeton, the

Lutherans' Hartwick Seminary, the Episcopalians' General Theological
Seminary, and the Baptists' Newton Theological Seminary.

By 1860

the United States had 173 surviving colleges; four times that number
had become defunct.

The first free school for the deaf was opened

in 1817 in Hartford and the Perkins Institute for the Blin d in 1829.
Thus, education was considered the handmaiden of religion.24
"With the steady rise of immigration, the increasing centrali
zation of the population in urban areas, and the uncertainties of
employment in an emergent industrial economy, the problem of the
poor became more acute. ,,

25

The YMCA and YWCA founded in the U. S.

ministered to a great many needs:

the homeless were housed, the

hungry fed, the idle employed, the unskilled trained and all were
entertained.

The Salvation Army likewise aided in these areas,

coming to America shortly after 1865.

In addition, it offered legal

advice, first aid, life insurance and a missing person bureau.26
Churches united to solve industrial abuses.

They urged the

application of Christian principles in economic as well as social
life.

However, no church took an organized political stand, and

most would not back the labor unions which were being formed in the
1860s because they feared socialism, which they associated with
labor.

They did develop, denominationally, societies to help the
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poor and wayward.
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all the states, had to be the supreme government in the land.
Therefore no state could control or obstruct the actions of the people
of the Union or their law makers."29

In 1819, in the Dartmouth Case,

the court ruled that a charter for a corporation is a legal binding
contract and cannot be revoked by the legislature.

"The resulting

atmosphere of security for investors and industrial dreamers provided
the assurance necessary for the growth and development of the nation. 11 3 0
In 1824, in Gibbons vs. Ogden, the court ruled that interstate commerce
is under federal jurisdiction.31

This opened the way for transconti

nental railroads to develop with the assurance that neither the
traveler nor his goods could be halted by abusive monopolies or
crippling state legislation.

This law was expanded to include not

only railway commerce but all interstate, air, highways, pipeline,
telephone and telegraphs commerce as well.32

A decision in 1857 in

the Dred Scott case claimed that a slave is property and therefore
Congress has no right to exclude slavery from the territories (p. 59).
While inciting the abolitionists to violence, this law upheld the
Constitution which had not prohibited slavery and had insured the
rights of ownership.

This decision precipitated the Civil War.

In

a valiant effort to preserve the nation, Lincoln usurped rights not
given a President by Congress, but Congress quickly made a law giving
the President in wartime the "power to suspend the right of habeas
corpus, but with provisos.

A person suspected of endangering the

public safety could be kept in a military prison, but only until the
33
. · ·
.
.
met in the 1oca1 courthouse area. 11
civi1ian grand Jury

When even

this provision was violated, the court ruled in the Milligan case that
"military officers could govern only where all civil authority had
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been overthrown" and then "only until the courts had been reinstated. 11 34
Thus, Americans retained their right to trial by jury.

All these

decisions reflected the democratic principle of the worth of individual
man and helped to preserve his dignity.
The aforementioned changes within the new nation were accompanied
by yet another change--that in the literature of America.

Until the

nineteenth century, the literature of the young nation was mainly
for religious instruction, for historical recording, or for patriotic
infusion.

The poetry and fiction that was attempted was very

imitative of European writing and cannot be said to have been American.
However, with Washington Irving's The Sketch Book and James Fenimore
Cooper's Leatherstocking Tales, a national literature emerged and the
success of these publications gives proof that A mericans were hungry
for a literature of their own.

William Cullen Bryant was the first

poet of stature to emerge (p. 410).

In the middle of the century

the literary capital of America shifted from New York back to New
England whe re it had been with the Puritan literature (p. 410).

Ralph

Waldo Emerson and the Concord group elevated Transcendentalism in
literature and urged man to remove himself from ordinary routine and
meditate in order to intuit the truths of the universe.

Henry David

Thoreau was one of Emerson's most famous pupils. Thorea u's Walden is his
account of his return to nature and flight from material progress.
Writing during the same period of time, but removed from the
Transcendental school, were National Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Edgar
Allan Poe.

Hawthorne's work introduced psychological study into an

era that had been mainly philosophical.

His most famous works are The

Scarlet Letter and The House of Seven Gables.

Herman Melville extended
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Hawthorne's study of the psychological with his famous sea tale of
good vs. evil, Moby Dick.

Edgar Allan Poe wrote poetry and fiction

as well as literary criticism.

His main theme was the mortality of

Like Walt Whitman, his fame was recognized abroad before he

man.

was accepted at home.

Other famous writers contributing to the

national literature were those associated with local color, who
wrote of certain sections of their country.

Among them were Bret

Harte with his Western mining camp yarns, such as "The Luck of Roaring
Camp," Mark Twain with his Mississippi River tales like The Adventures
of Huckleberry Finn, and Hamlin Garland with the Midwest farms and
praries settings.

Journalists and novelists alike began to write of

the need for reforms as the flaws of the perfect society began to
be unmasked for all the world to read.
Uncle Tom's Cabin in 1852 (p. 413).

Harriet Beecher Stowe published

It was a moving abolitionist tool

in which she portrayed the inherent cruelty in slavery.

Stephen Cr ane

showed the inhumanities of war in The Red Badge of Courage, a Civil
War novel, and of prostitution in Maggie:

!

Girl of the Streets.

Upton Similair revealed the graft and greed of big business in The
Jungle.

Recognizing that business, government and industry are, after

all, reflective of the values of the men who read them, literature
exploring the emotions that cause man to act or react came into vogue.
Henry James wrote the American novels of manners; among his best know n
were Daisy Miller and The Ambassador.
Hence, the American literature has recorded in fiction, poetry,
and autobiography, the progression and growth of this country from
its colonial beginning through its Western expansion and soul-searing
war of brothers to the modern industrialized society which has reaped
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the problems as well as the blessings of technology and big business
which have scarred many a psyche in t;he nat-ion '. .s.. evolvement.
Against this broad, productive literary background wrote two
persons today recognized as two of America's best writers, Emily
Dickinson and Walt Whitman.

He represents the writers who praised

their country's strength and goodness and believed she would overcome
her few weaknesses.
Emily Dickinson represents those writers who delved into the
person and revealed the personal weaknesses and scars left by the
adolescence of a great country.

Emily Dickinson wrote of the emotions

that cause man to become fired into a frenzy of activity or numbed
into an impotence of any participation in life beyond elementary
survival.

In essence she belonged to that group classified as the

psychological school, though few people knew of her because she was
a victim of the emotions of which she wrote.

While

obv'ously not

impotent in thought, expression or lyricism, she was incapable of
varied personal relationships and fled the masses who could have
given her fame.

On t�e other hand, Walt Whitman celebrated the

American culture, the ideal democracy the founding fathers had envi
sioned.

Though the country had fallen short in many of its aspirations,

Whitman consistently saw the overall beauty and success of the nation
and envisioned himself as an example of the common man who held
limitless powers within him--a demi-god to be praised and sung throughout the world.

THE BARD OF MANHATTAN and THE MYTH OF AMHERST
i

In West Hills, Huntington Township, Long Island, New York, on May 31,
1819, Walter Whitman and Louisa Van Velsor had a son they named Walter, Jr.
Walt, Sr., was of English stock and had the overall reputation of a
volatile, hot-headed n'er- do-well carpenter.

Louisa Van Velsor was of

Dutch and Welsh ancestors and had a sunny disposition. 1

Walt was never

very close to the stern father who never understood, appreciated, or
accepted his son's lifestyle, or writing.

He, however, adore d his mother

who was frequently the mediator in quarrels between father and son.
"Though Walt loved h�r more than anyone else in the world he did not
confide in her but they trusted each other, and Walt felt sustained and
comforted by her love and faith" (SS, P· 30).

Thirty two years after her

death, the fifty-six year old son wrote: "I occupy myself--still enveloped
in thoughts of my dear Mother, the most perfect and magnetic character,
the rarest combination of practical, moral, and spiritual, and the least
selfish of all and any I have ever known--and by me O so deeply loved."2
When Walt was born, the Whitmans had a son Jesse, who was a year old.
Over the span of the next sixteen years, Louisa Whitman bore seven more
children:

Mary Elizabeth, 1821; Hannah Louise, 1823; an infant 1825 (the

child died before being named); Andrew Jackson, 1827; George Washington,
1829; Thomas Jefferson, 1833; and Edward, 1835 (SS, p. 596). "It was .
a family of great diversity in the temperament, intellect, ability, and
interests .

11

(SS, p. 8).

Both the oldest and the youngest sons were

mentally deficient and eventually were confined to institutions.
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Of the remaining children, Jeff became superintendent of water works
in St. Louis; Andrew was an alcoholic, sometime carpenter, who died at
36 of tuberculosis of the throat; George served as a soldier during the
Civil War and was a carpenter when he returned to civilian life; Hannah
married an artist, Charles Heyde, and lived a tempestuous wedded life,
often whining to her mother of her unhappiness and threatening to return
home; Mary married a mechanic, Ansel Van Nostrael, and lived the rest of
her life in Greenport Long Island.
Walt (SS, Passim).

Jesse, Andy and Jeff all died before

Though Walt felt a deep affection for his younger

brothers and sis·ters and during their lifetimes frequently aided them
financially, the family was not a close one and each child enjoyed much
individual freedom with little parental guidance (SS, p. 8).
Walt had very little schooling.
school at St, Ann 1's Episcopal church._
in public school.
(SS, p. 10).

He began his studies at Sunday
By the fall of 1825 he was enrolled

He attended Brooklyn's public schools for six years

However, most of Walt 1·s education came not from the form .. 11

classroom but from the environment in which he lived.

" . . . In 1823,

the Whitman family lived right beside one of the main traffic lanes between
B.rooklyn Village and big New York City, which already had a population of
a hundred and twenty thousand" (SS, p, 4).

The village was growing

rapidly and Walt was exposed to laborers of all nationalities; import ant
s.peakers on religion, politics and culture who were drawn to the nation's
largest city; and pains and problems associated with phenomenal growth of
urban areas.

''Petted and 'deadheaded' by the gate keepers and deckhands

of the ferries, he amused himself by riding back and forth across the
river,

.

•.

The East River became his backyard and he never tired of

watching the ships and barges on the water, or the stevedores, teamsters,
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hucksters, and loafers ashore" (SS, p. 8).

When he was six years old,

Walt attended a parade welcoming General Lafayette, who picked up the
child and held him.

The association of Lafayette with George Washington

magnified and resulted in the pride of his nation's history which Whitman
expressed in his later poetry (SS, p. 9).
When Walt was ten his parents took him to hear the great Quaker
minister, Elias Hicks.

Though he was too young to understand all the

sermon, obviously Hicks' idea, that man's purpose is to make life on
earth full and joyful " . . . while heeding the 'Deity-implanted'
intuitions of one's own soul," fell on the fertile soil of Walt's intellect
to be reiterated in "Song of Myself" (SS, p. 13).

The Whitmans did not

belong to any church and there were no religious exercises in their home.
His family apparently was not one concerned with salvation; there is no
mention of the revivals so popular during this time and where death struck
the family, there is no record that anyone ever worried about the fate of
the deceaseds' souls.
At the age of eleven, Walt became an office boy for two lawyers,
James and Edward Clark (SS, p. 17).

Here he received instruction in

composition and was given opoprtunities to read books heretofore unavail
able to him.

From the lawyers'

employment, he went to a doctor's and

then, in 1831, to that of Samuel E. Clements', the editor of the Long
Island Patriot.

This began his interest in journalism, a career he

followed on and off for the next twenty-eight years, editing such papers
as the Huntington New York Long-Islander, The Aurora, and The Evening
Tattler, The Statesman, The New York Democrat of New York City, and the
Brooklyn daily Eagle.

From these jobs, in and around New York City, he

moved in February of 1848 to New Orleans to work for the Crescent (SS,
Passim).

About this time began also his interest and intense pride in
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America,

and his first wide travel exposed him to the vastly different

areas and people of the rapidly-expanding nation.
This trip to the deep south took him two weeks' travel.
younger brother Jeff

He and his

left Brooklyn by train and traveled to Baltimore

where they boarded a train that went to Cumberland.

From Cumberland they

traveled by stage coach to Wheeling, West Virgini� where they caught
a steamboat which traveled down the Ohio to the Mississippi River.

They

arrived in New Orleans twelve days later much wiser about the peoples
composing the United States.

This was Whitman's first awakening to the

tremendous size, capacity, variety and fertility of the growing nation
(SS, p. 92-94).
Walt was not happy in New Orleans.

He did not become editor but

wrote feature stor±es of New Orleans as well as condensations of news
from other cities' papers received through the mail (SS, p. 94).

The

dirty, crowded, expensive city life coupled with the strange climate was
not pleasing to

Northern men and Jeff was frequently ill (SS, p. 99).

There is also a fictional account in many Whitman biographies of his
unhappy love affairs here.

These conditions, plus a disagreement over

the management of the Crescent, made Walt dissatisfied enough to return
to New York via the Mississippi and the Great Lakes; he and Jeff arrived at
their destination on June 15, 1848.
he would see again until old age.

"Walt had seen more of America than
The trip had given him a sense of

space, natural resources, and potential strength in the fast growing
nation" (SS, p. 100).
For the next fourteen years Walt had a very relaxed lifestyle.

He

worked when he had to as a journalist, a carpenter, an omnibus driver, a
free-lance writer contributing to magazines , and a bookstore proprietor.
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None of his jobs lasted very long either because he became bored and moved
or because his opinionated, abusive editorials roused employers' ire and
he was fired (SS, Passim).

"Slow, indolent, heavy, discourteous, and with

out steady principles, he was a clog upon our success, and reluctant as
we were to make changes we still found it absolutely necessary to do
so • . • " (SS, p. 101).

Van Antler's statement about Whitman's termination

from the Eagle was representative of many editors' opinions.
Walt.did, however, find time and energy to do those things he
enjoyed--those things which helped to form his poetic theory and subject.
He was interested in politics and aligned himself with the Free Soil
movement, publishing its paper, the Freeman, in 1848-49.

He read exten

sively, becoming interested in phrenology, painting, sculpture, music,
op era, antiquity, astronomy, and the "Young America" movement which tried
to make literature and poetry interesting to and reflective of the comm
on
masses.

All of these interests are reflected in Leaves of Grass.

From

phrenology came his themes of sexual love, love of mankind and eastern
religions, and male friendship--comrades; from painting and sculptu re
came his attention to detail and form--especially that of the human body;
and from his association with painters came his interest in international
literature, art and politics; from music
natural

came his awareness of the

rhythms and musical tones of language as well as of the structure

of the compositions and the repetition of themes and movements (SS, P
assim).
Walt said, "But for the opera I could never have written Leaves of Grass,
"

and because of his interest in opera, sung in foreign languages he did
n't
understand, he recognized the possibility of conveying more than meanin
g
by careful choice of words. Through his interest in antiquity, he rece
ived

"a sense of the continuity of life" (SS, P· 122).

His inter est in
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astronomy is revealed in his concept of the cosmic man and the vastness of
the universe.

The Eastern religions, too, are reflected in the continuity

of all life and the belief in immortality and cyclical aspects of life,
that are inherent in the structure of and theme of his life's work.

His

choice of the individual, common man and his worth and dignity as character
in "Song of Myself" and other such poems is reflective of the interests of
the Young America movement.

Unaware of the person he was becoming or the

philosophy he was forming during this very important span in which he was
absorbing so much knowledge of art, religion and science, he wrote the
precursor to his clair,1 to be "an acme of things accomplished, and I an
encloser of things to be"3 by writing in the margin of a book he was
reading, "'The poets are the divine mediums--through them come spirits and
materials to all the people, men and women''' (SS, p. 132-33).

Sadly,

"his family regarded him as impractical, and had not the slightest
understanding of his intellectual interests and thought he neglected
his business affairs--as he doubtlessly did" (SS, p. 111).

In late 1854

or 1855, Walt became so bothered by the urge to put his poetry in volume
that he totally gave up carpentry and put all his efforts in the printing
of Leaves of Grass.

It went on sale on July 6, 1855 (SS, p. 149).

Leaves of Grass was "

the whole corpus of Walt Whitman's

verse published between 1855 and 1892.

During these years not one but

nine books bore the title Leaves of Grass, six of these quite different
in organization and even content, though each edition after the first
contained most of the poems of its predecessor in revised form, and
4
often under new titles."
The first edition contained the Preface, "Song
of Myself," and 11 untitled poems which were later to become entitled
"A Song for Occupations," "To Think of Time," "The Sleepers," "I Sing the
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Body Electric," "Faces," "Song of the Answer," "A Boston Ballad,"
"Resurgemus," "There was a Child Went Forth," "Who Learns My Lesson
Complete," and "Great are the Myths." There were new editions published
1860.,
in 1856,/1867, 1871, 1881, two editions in 1882, and the final "authorized"
edition in 1892.

The edition known as the "Death Bed Edition" was actually

a hurried job, a binding of only a few copies to give the dying poet the
opportunity to hold his life's work before his death. The authorized
edition was actually published several months later.
his poetry except for 29 rejected poems.

It contained all of

The work was subdivided into

15 sections entitled "Inscriptions," "Children of Adam," "Calamus,"
"Birds of Passage," "Sea-Drift," "By the Roadside," "Drum-Taps,"
"Memories of President Lincoln," "Autumn Renulets," "Whispers of Heavenly
Death," "From Noon to Starry Night," "Songs of Parin," "Sands at Seventy,"
r:

"Good-Bye My Fancy," and "Old Age Echoes."::>
work of one of America's greatest poets.
poet has not always been agreed upon.

It truly represents the life's

That Walt Whitman was a great

His works during his lifetime

never received wide acclaim, though certainly some critics recognized
his gift.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, having read his complimentary copy of

Leaves of Grass (1855), wrote Whitman that it was '"The most extraordinary
piece of wit and wisdom that America has yet contributed'" and that "'I
greet you at the beginning of a great career

'" (SS, p. 152).

The

first public review was favorable in that it noted the originality,"vigor
and quaint beauty of isolated" sections of the poem (SS, p. 169).

The

first edition got so little attention from the critics that Walt wrote
several reviews himself, (SS, p. 171) a practice he was to repeat
defensively as criticism became heated and unfavorable with later editions.
Thoreau thought the second edition "'

very brave and American' and
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better than all the sermons preached in the land" (SS, p. 205).
most critics ignored this edition, too.

However,

The third edition received more

attention, much of it abusive, but a good deal, especially from female
critics, was favorable (SS, p. 262).

[T]he 1860 Leaves was widely reviewed and commented upon,

II

not only in New York but as far away as the New Orleans Weekly Mirror
(June 9), the Southern Field and Fireside (June 9) of Augusta, Georgia,
the London Leader (June 30) and London Spectator (July 14)" (SS, p. 263).
The review of the fourth edition by William O'Connor and that of DrumTaps by John Burroughs mark the beginning of rational, intelligent criticism
by the press (SS, p. 375).

There was also unfavorable criticism and

Whitman indicated that possibly Washington bookshops refused to carry
his book.

The fifth edition received more acclaim abroad and broadened

his readership. The sixth edition"was praised in most reviews" (SS, p. 498).
However, the Boston D�strict Attorney classified it as obscene literature
and the publishers cancelled his contract and removed their imprint.
There were two more editions quietly received before Whitman's death
(SS, Passim).

Ironically the critical statements made in articles written

at the time of his death were more favorable than any written during his
lifetime.

The March 27, 1892, New York Times stated " . . . 'posterity

is not going to judge him as harshly as some of the virtuous of today
have done, for how can the men of the future fail to be won over by a
man who believes so rapturously in the essential goodness of all created
things--even of that pit, the soul of man''' (SS, p. 542).
That the writing, editing, and preparation of so many editions of
Leaves of Grass was an enormous task is apparent to any who are aware of
it.

However, Whitman had a busy, fruitful life in areas other than the
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literary ones.

He edited the Brooklyn Daily Times from 1857 to 1859.

Much of his attention was devoted to social issues such as prostitution,
blue laws, national economics, corruption in the New York City Police
Force and Health Board, education as a remedy to mob violence among
immigrant poor, and abolition.

After leaving the Times, Whitman supported

himself by working as a part-time copyist, a freelance writer,and by the
Thayer and Eldridge advances on his third edition of Leaves of Grass.
During much of 1860, he visited the elderly ill stage drivers in New York
Hospital.

Also much of his time was spent in association with many

literary and artistic bohemian figures who congregated at Pfaff's restau
rant.

Among them were Henry Clapp, editor of the Saturday Press; Ada

Clare, a feminist minor poet; Fitz-James O'Brien, a short story writer;
and George Arnold, a poet (SS, Passim).
On April 13, 1861, Fort Sumter was attacked and the Civil War begun.
George Whitman enlisted in the thirteenth regiment while Walt resolved
II I

. to inaugurate for myself a pure, perfect, sweet, clean-blooded

robust body, by ignoring all drinks but water and pure milk, and all fat
meats, late suppers--a great body, a purged, cleansed, spiritualized,
invigorated body'" (SS, p. 272).

The poet of America, feeling he

embodied everyArnerican, hoped to set example to all his countrymen, and
by th e clean living and pure heart of each man to restore his beloved
country to a united, strong, democratic union.

Walt was forty-two and

probably felt he could contribute only love and concern to the union's
cause since he was too old to fight.

As the war lengthened, the wounded

soldiers began to return to hospitals in the North.
During the winter of 1861-1862 Whitman continued to visit the
hospital on Broadway, which had begun to receive soldiers after
Bull Run and steadily increased its services to military men
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as the war continued. By the spring of 1862 this hospital
was taking care of several hundred sick and wounded soldiers
and Whitman was regularly spending his Sunday afternoons and
evenings visiting them and trying to cheer them up. (SS, p. 277)
Sketches of these visits, along with information encouraging financial
support of these hospitals, were published in New York papers during
this time (SS, Passim).

Despite his service to the veterans of the war,

" • . . he felt impatient, and perhaps secretly a little guilty because
he was safe while so many of his countrymen were fighting and dying"
(SS, p. 280).

Then in December, 1862, came news that his brother George

had been wounded at the Battle of Fredericksburg (SS, p. 281).

This

event was to draw Walt into the arena of war and accord him the experiences
and milieu for one of his most prolific literary spans.
Within an hour after receiving the news of George's wounding, Walt
Whitman left Brooklyn for Washington where he searched the hospitals for
his brother.

Because the search proved fruitless, he moved south to

Fredericksburg, where he found George recovering from a face-wound inflict
ed by shell fragments.

However, the horror and suffering he had encount

ered while seeking his brother lay embedded far deeper than any metal
could have been, and Walt became compelled to do his part to aid his
fellowman who had suffered the brunt of the war.

He, therefore, took a

job in Washington as a copyist in the Paymasters' office and used his
leisure time to write and to visit the sick and wounded in the area's
hospitals, spending his own funds to buy the things that they needed and
that weren't supplied by the government suc h as stamps, fruit, and reading
matter.

His letters back home to family and friends evoked such strong

response that many people sent money to help finance Walt's philanthropy
(SS, Passim).

These experiences are recorded in sections of "Song of

Myself" and "Drum Taps."
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His life in Washington also gave material for his most famous poems
"When Lilacs Last In the Door-yard Bloomed" and "O, Captain! My Captain!"
Walt saw President Lincoln frequently drive past him as the President
went to visit the Soldiers' Home.

Though he never met the President, he

felt great compassion for the weary leader.

He wrote on seeing Lincoln

returning from his second inauguration that the "'

. demands of life

and death, cut deeper than ever upon his dark brown face; yet all the old
goodness, tenderness, sadness, and canny shrewdness, underneath the
furrows"' (SS, p. 328).

Whitman secured employment with the Department

of the Interior in the Bureau of Indian Affairs in January, 1865.

He

received $1200 salary which allowed him to search for George, who was a
prisoner of war in a Confederate prison, to minister to his fallen comrades,
and to continue to write and to search for publication of Drum-Taps
(SS, Passim).
In late March, Walt took a leave to go to Brooklyn and see George,
who had recently been released from the Confederate prison in Danville.
He also decided to print Drum-Taps and, therefore, asked that his leave
be extended.

Thus

it was that Walt was not in the capital when his

leader was struck down.

He read of the assassination of Lincoln in the

Saturday papers and returned to Washington Monday in time to witness the
city's preparation for the President's funeral.

All of these events are

recorded in "When Lilacs Last In the Door-yard Bloomed," though Whitman
attended neither the procession to view the body nor the funeral of the
President (SS, Passim).
The spring follm-1ing this tragic Eastertide saw the printing of Drum
Taps in May, 1865.

This book followed the paths of semi-oblivion the

earlier Leaves had taken and was, for the most part, ignored by the
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critics.

The dark mood of the unfortunate spring was further shadowed

by Walt's dismissal from his job in the Department of the Interior.
Secretary Harland, on a "witchhunt" to rid the government of disloyal,
immoral employees, found on Walt's desk a copy of Leaves of Grass, which
the poet was revising.

Without consultation or conference, he fired

Whitman on June 30, 1865.

However, through the intervention of influen

tial friends, William D. O'Connor, a clerk in the Treasury Department,
and J. Hubley Ashton, Assistant Attorney General, Walt obtained a trans
fer to the Attorney General's office.
time in writing and revising.

Thus Walt lost no salary and little

He was already at work on the Sequel to

Drum-Taps which would include the poems on the late President and the
poetic expression of the hope that North and South would reconcile to
form the strong, invincible nation Whitman desired America to be (SS,
Passim).
For the next eight years, Walt lived and worked in Washington.

He

took vacations and leaves that enabled him to oversee the publication of
the fourth and fifth editions of Leaves, the Sequel to Drum-Taps, and
Democratic Vistas (a collection of essays) and the Passage to India
pamphlet.

He also saw his work gain recognition in England (SS, Passim).

During this period, his closest friends in Washington were Peter
Doyle, a young, car conductor; John Burroughs, a clerk in the Treasury
Department; and William D. O'Connor, the author of Whitman's biography
The Good Gray Poet (SS, Passim).
Young Doyle was uneducated and incapable of intellectual
companionship, but his loneliness and youth appealed strongly
to Whitman's affectionate nature. He filled an emotional
need that neither the O'Connor nor the Burroughs families
quite satisfied, dear as they were to Walt, nor any of Whitman's
other friends such as Ashton or Eldridge, who were nearer
the poet's own age and intellectual level. (SS, p. 398)
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His very emotional, suggestive letters to Doy�e, plus statements,
such as Doyle's "'I never knew a case of Walt's being bothered up
by a woman,'" (SS, p. 422) and his own anguished notebook entry,
"'Depress the adhesive! nature/It is in excess--making life a torment/
All this diseased, feverish disproportionate adhesiveness"' (SS, p. 423)
[a phrenological term for male friendsbip or "manly love," as Whitman
called it] have given rise to questions about Whitman's sexual preference.
Unfortunately, Whitman lost O'Connor's friendship in 1872 over a political
quarrel.

Though Whitman was an abolitionist, he was not in favor of

giving newly freed Negroes the vote until theY were educated to read and
write; 0'Connor thought they should be allm..ied to vote immediately.
He became so enraged at Whitman over the difference of opinions that
he depressed the poet and contributed to a decline in Whitman's health
which was the preamble to a stroke he suffered in January, 1873 (SS, Passim).
After the stroke " .

. the poet who had made his health and strength

a symbol of the goodness and beauty oE Nature could not believe that his
condition was permanent" (SS, p. 450).

However, after having paid a

substitute to assume the duties of his govcrnnental job for sixteen
months, Walt was dismissed from his clerkship in the office of the
Solicitor of the Treasury on July 1, 187 L, (SS, Passim).

Thus came to

a formal close the life in the nation's copit)l that had deeply influenced
the poet of America for some twelve year',
Walt had been summoned to Camden in May, 1873, to visit his dying
mother.

He was still very much incapacitatecl from the stroke he had

suffered in January but was able to make the trip alone.
intention of leaving Washington permanentl y.

He had no

However, after his mother's

death, his condition did not improve through the summer that he spent
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with his brother George and his family in Camden.
worsened.

In October his condition

He began to improve again and even published some articles in

a New York paper.

Among them were articles which were the beginning of

Memoranda During the War (SS, Passim).

After his dismissal from his

government position " . . . new financial worries aggravated Walt's
condition and he was able to do very little writing during the summer
and early fall'' (SS, p. 461).

However, during the spring of 1875, he

began work on an edition to be brought out in 1876 with the Centennial
Exposition at Philadelphia.

It was to be made up of L�aves of Grass

without "Passage to India," plus some new poetry and prose, and Two
Rivulets, consisting of new material recently printed with several
pamphlets included.

Among them were Democratic Vistas, Passage to India,

After All, Not To Create Only, and As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free.

The

poet was depressed with the lack of interest of his fellow Americans;
however, the edition was favorably r eviewed in England and hence there
was a fair amount of sales.
the aging poet's ego.

The resulti ng financial security bolstered

It also sparked a tin y cinder of interest in the

American literary circles which would flame slightly within the next few
years (SS, Passim).
The summer of 1876 Whitman spent on the farm of George and Susan
The country air along with exerci·e, nude sunbaths, and swim

Stafford.

ming in a clear stream on the property seemed to strengthen his unstable
health.

He kept notes on his observations oE nature.

He occasionally

came to Camden for a short visit but continued to spend most of his time
at the Staffords' Timber Creek Farm until th
bear there.

weather became too cold to

He returned with the spring and spent much of the next year

and a half in the country improving his heal tr. all the while (SS, Passim).
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The year 1877 brought two men into Whitman's life who were to make
great contributions.
Bucke.

They were Edward Carpenter and Dr. Richard Maurice

Both these men wrote a biography.

Dr. Bucke's Walt Whitman is

the first complete life of Whitman; however, Whitman wrote so much of it
h .imself th at it
b"iography. 11
·
· "semi-auto
· is
ardent admirer, he "

6

Although Carpenter was an

perceived clearly that the inner circle of

American friends was 'more concerned to present an ideal personality than
a real portrait.'

Without in the least minimizing his admiration or

personal indebtness, Carpenter tried to give a 'real portrait,' and
thereby succeeded in making a valuable contribution to the growth of
Whitman biography.11 7

His book, published in 1906, was Days With Walt

Whit man.
After a temporary set-back in his health in early 1878, Whitman's
health improved enough that he was able to travel extensively.

He

visited in New York with H. Johnston, in Philadelphia with Mrs. Gilchrist,
in Timber Creek with the Staffords, in Esopus with the Burroughs, and
finally he made the trip of his dreams.

He traveled from Philadelphia

to Lawerence, Kansas,via St. Louis and Kansas City.
to Denver and the Platte Canyon and Pike's Peak.

From there he went

He returned to St. Louis

aboard the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad (SS, Passim).
"Emotionally this trip was one of the most thrilling experiences of
Whitman's life, and he had the illusion that it contributed to his
intellectual development.

But . . . [e)verything he saw merely confirmed

the ideas and theories which he had been expressing in his poems since
1855" (SS, P. 488).

He remained in St. Louis w ith his brother Jeff from

September 1879 through January 1880.

The following smmner he traveled to

London, Ontario, via �aagara Falls to visit Dr. Bucke.

They traveled on
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the St. Lawrence River and some of the Great Lakes.

Whitman kept notes

on his observations of this part of the continent (SS, Passim).
In 1881, Whitman spent August and September in Boston overseeing
the printing of the Osgood edition of Leaves.

Many important people

called on and entertained him while he was in Boston.
Horace Mann's daughter and the Emersons.

Among them were

He was saddened during this

visit by the death of President Garfield, whom he had known in Washington
when the former served in Congress.

He, like Lincoln, died of an assassin's

bullet, and this murder opened the wounds the earlier president's death
had left in Whitman's soul.

He wrote "The Sobbing of the Bells" and

inserted it in "Songs of Parting" just before Leaves of Grass was
finished (SS, p. 495).

He returned to Camden feeling optimistic about

this last edition which set forth the arrangement of Leaves to be
followed in all future editions.
What Whitman was obviously trying to suggest was the journey
through life from procreation through young manhood (;for him
the 'Calamus' emotions dominant), to intellectual maturity
(expressed in the sea-shore lyrics), and on past the War
("Drum-Taps," "Memories of President Lincoln'·'), to Old age
. "),
('Autumn Riverlets") and intimations of death ("Whispers
ending with the final "So Long!" to the reader which he had
used as an epilogue since 1860. (SS, p. 496-7)
At last, the book was prai.sed in most of the reviews.

How ironic that

when the book finally was accepted by the public by both reviews and
sales, it should meet with yet another condemnation.

As earlier noted,

the District Attorney of Boston banned the book as obscene literature,
and the Osgood Company ceased to be the publisher.

Walt Whitman received

all plates, dies, steel portraits and 225 copies plus one hundred dollars
in cash as settlement of the broken contract (SS, p. 499).
The next edition of Leaves of Grass was brought out in 1882 by
Rees Welsh and Company and was quickly followed by Summer Days and Collect.
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They sold better than his earlier editions.
almost $1300 in six months' time.

With royalities he made

This encouraged Whitman that his work

was really beginning to gain acceptance (SS, Passim).
When George Whitman built a house in the country for his family in
1884, Walt refused to move so far from the city life he loved so well.
After boarding for a few months, Walt bought a house in Camden.

It was

a dingy, unheated, frame house, but it afforded a closeness with the
urban laborer and transportation by streetcar to the ferries to Phila
delphia.

After some time he made an arrangement with a Mrs. Davis in

which he provided his home and she, her furniture and housekeeping
abilities.

She remained with him until his death (SS, Passim).

The winter of 1884-85 was hard on Walt's physical stamina, and
when spring came, he was quite lame and could not get about.

Some

thirty-two acquaintances contributed money to buy him a horse and phaeton
and to provide some money for the upkeep.

This charity greatly pleased

the old man who rode frequently until 1888 when he became too ill to
enjoy this recreation (SS, p. 522-23).

This gift was but one example of

friends' philanthropy that enriched Whitman's final years.

"Each April

for several years they gave him a planked shad and champagne dinner.
And in 1886 they arranged for a resumption of his Lincoln lectures"
(SS, p. 524).

He was paid $692 for one such performance.

Admirers in

England were also contributing to a pension fund and sent $850.

Among

those contributing financially for Walt's security were Mark Twain,
William Rossetti and J. G. Whittier, 0. W. Holmes, Henry James, Mrs.
Gilchrist, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Andrew Carneige (SS, p. 522-26).
" • • . [H]e had received unmistakable evidence of the loyalty and
generosity of his friends in America as well as in England" (SS, p. 525).
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During the winter of 1888, Whitman served as "Poet laureate" for the
New York HERALD and was put on the payroll.

In this position he

contributed short poems--often one or two a week.

Unfortunately, in May,

basking in a glorious late spring day while prolonging a celebration of
his sixty-seventh birthday, Whitman suffered a second stroke--one that
apparently would take his life (SS, p. 527).

Dr. Bucke was so convinced

that death was imminent that he began making funeral plans.

But once

again, the stubborn-willed man, whose whole existence had been a cele
bration of life, prevailed against difficulty.

Though he never recovered

sufficiently to become independent of his friends, he lived another
four years and brought out two new books, November Boughs and a final
edition of Leaves (SS, Passim).
These tasks could not have been accomplished without the love and
devotion of many friends.

For the last four years of his life anonymous

benefactors provided a nurse for the ailing man, in addition to the
finances they continued to raise through testimonial dinners and the
annual Lincoln lecture r�nunerations.

Also a young admirer who had

frequently been a visitor in Whitman's home during the previous months
became Whitman's errand boy, secretary, and business manager, and it was
he who made possible the publishing that Whitman did after this dibiJ.itnt
ing stroke.

The man was Horace Traubel (SS, Passim).

Whitman knew that Traubel was planning a book of some sort about him
because the young man took copious notes of their conversations.
Therefore, as his trust increased, Whitman began to give Traubel many
of his letters, keepsakes, and manuscripts.

Traubel read each docume nt

to Whitman before taking possession of it and in turn recorded all the
reminiscences of the writer (SS, P. 528).

Traubel's critics feel that
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he was not selective enough in his published record and that he should
have culled those things which record for posterity the declining
mental faculties of a semi-invalid, old man.8

Nevertheless, all agree

that without his work, With Walt Whitman in Camden, the scholarship of
future biographies would have been greatly lessened.
On Whitman's seventieth birthday he saw made real the dream of an
attractive, pocket-sized edition of his poetry.

Also his friends

organized a huge birthday party at which were read eulogies and testi
monials from admirers all over the world.

He was presented with a

wheelchair and printed copies of all the messages sent. Later, his
importance was further recognized when E. C. Stedman devoted thirteen
pages of his Library ofAMERICANLiterature to Whitman's work.

No other

p oet received more than three pages (SS, p. 534).
The last edition of Leaves of Grass was published in 1891.

"This

was a two volume edition, Leaves of Grass with various annexes ("Goodb ye
My Fancy" being last) and all collected prose, including that of November
Boughs and Good Bye My Fancy" (SS, p. 539).

Burke, Harned and Traubel

were named his literary executers and he left the injunction
that whatever may be added to Leaves shall be supplementary,
avowed as such, leaving the book complete as I left it consecutive
to the point I left off marking always an unmistakable, deep down,
unobliteratable division line. In the long run the world will
do as it pleases with the book. I a determined to have the
world know what I was pleased to do.

9

This mandate published in "An Executor's Diary Note" echoes his thoughts
recorded in 1888 in November Boughs' Preface, when in an unusually
honest and accepting tone, Whitman wrote " . . . to the coming generations
of the New World. ... .
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[t]hat I have not gained the acceptance of my own time, but
have fallen back on fond dreams of the future. . . . That from
a worldly and business point of view "Leaves of Grass" [sic]
has been worse than a failure--that public criticism on the
book and myself as author of it yet shows mark'd anger and
contempt more than anything else--unstopp'd and unwarp'd by
any influence outside the soul within me, I have had my say
entirely my own way, and put it unerringly on record--the
value thereof to be decided by time. 1 0
"Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son 1111 died on March 26,
1 892.

Ironically he received more acclaim in death than he ever had in

life with most of the New York papers giving at least two columns to his
obituary (SS, p. 54 1 ).
if he is "
II

Any serious student of his work cannot but wonder

alive and well somewhere" watching those of whom he

, considered long and seriously of you before you were born," mull

his writings which he admitted " . . . are the thoughts of all men in

al1 ages and lands, they are not original with me. . . . 1 112

Surely

today's reader feels something of a shiver at his determination and
optimistic conviction that
I know I am deathless
I know I am august
One world is aware and by far the largest to me, and that is myself,
And whether I come to my own to-day or in ten thousand or ten
million years
I can cheerfully take it now, or with equal cheerfulness I can wait. 1 3
Walt Whitman has become known as "America's great epic poet of democracy"-
The poet of the body . . . the poet of the Soui.14
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ii

Emily Elizabeth Dickinson was born December 10, 1830, to Edward
Dickinson and his wife Emily Norcross Dickinson.

They had been married

two and a half years and already had a son, William Austin,who was twenty
months old.15

"The person that Emily Dickinson became and the poetry

that she wrote can be understood only within the context of the Valley
traditi ons which she inherited and the dynasty into which she was born.1116
Emily Dickinson was born " . . . into a prominent family but not
into opulence or luxury" (Sewall, p. J21).

Cody p.oints out that

The Dickinsons were a distinguished, respected, and long
established New England family. Through many generations
in the New World (Emily's was the eighth) the Dickinson
men were conspicuous for the intensity of their dedication
to public causes and for their sense of responsibility to
the community. They were also exacting and unbending, and
imbued with a joyless, Calvinistic religiosity.l?
They lived in Amherst, Massachusetts, a small farming community which
II

had a cultural tradition dating from its seventeenth century

Puritan beginnings.1118

Emily's family had daily devotionals, attended

church twice on Sunday, and had frequent readings from the Bible.

The

Valley was very orthodox and conservative, and thus very slow to relax
strineent,austere rules of the church which the larger urban churches
were weakening.
childhood.

The evangelistic spirit was very active during Emily's

Evangelist preachers " . . . took their flocks on personally

conducted and never-to-be-forgotten tours of the pit [hell] itself. .
For an individual not to undergo conversion by physical sensation was

a1 most a moral d e1.inquency . . . . 1119

Emily's mother joined the church

in 1831, while her father postponed joining until 1850.

However, they
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always had been much concerned with their spiritual welfare and had
attended church regularly even during their courtship.
church in 1856--six months before his marriage.

Austin joined the

Some biographers suggest

he did it to win Sue and not so much out of a conversion.

Vinnie
This con

succumbed to the call during the Revival of 1850 (Sewall, Passim).
version was not for adults only.
for it early in life.

Children were made aware of the need

Indeed the schools in the Valley were intent on

enforcing this congregationalist orthodoxy.
The children of Amherst usually went to the Amherst Academy for
six years and then were sent off to secondary schools to further their
education.

"Parents of course expected that religious activities would

be a major part of the school life, as indeed they were • . . . It was
then routine that all students entering the seminary be examined on the
state of their spiritual health. 112 °

For those pronounced standing in

good stead, all was well; but for thos•e who had not undergone a conversion,
"[t]he pressure exerted by these pious evangelists upon their captive
'congregations' was relentless and merciless--humiliation, threats,
indignation, seductive persuasion, and histrionics were all used in turn
and in combination to bring the 'sinful' and 'hardhearted' young girls
to their knees. 1121

Emily reflected fear.

"I feel that I am sailing upon

the brink of an awful precipice from which I cannot escape and over which
I fear my tiny boat will soon glide if I do not receive help from above.
There is now a revival in college and many hearts have given way to the
claims of God. 1122

Emily rebelled in 1847 at Mt. Holyoke, and, after

attending prayer meetings in the fall, refused in February to attend the
final one, which was to have been a last resort in soul saving.23
never joined any church.

Emily
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This resistance to so strong a persuasion contributed to Emily's
fragile health.

Emily was a frail, young woman, and several biographers

suggest that her fraility was of a nervous and psychosomatic origin.
Because of her weakness, her attendance at school was sporadic.
entered Amherst Academy in the fall of 1840.

Emily

She was in the class with

her sister Lavinia, and she seemed to have been happy and to have
blossomed here (Sewall, p. 337).

She finished her seven years in 1847.

In 1844 she had reacted so violently to the death of a friend, Sophia
Holland, that her worried parents sent her to her Aunt's for a month's
vacation.

She was still recounting her hurt two years later in a letter

to Abiah Root, March 28, 1846.

"I shed no tear, for my heart was too

f·u 11 to weep, . . . I gave way to a fixed melancho 1y. 112l1

A letter in

1845 reveals she wasn't enrolled in school because "Mother thinks me
not able to confine myself to school this term.
would exercise . .

She would rather I

. I was very unwell at the time I received your

1etter and unable to busy myself ab out anyth.1ng. 1125

Clearly these

episodes of illness were of a mental nature.
Emily entered Mt. Holyoke Female Seminary in South Hadley in late
September, 1847.

"That Emily never got beyond the first two terms has

been explained variously by her poor health, her father's wanting to have
her home, her rebellion against the evangelical fervor of the place, her
dislike of the discipline and the teachers . . . and simple homesickness"
(Sewall, p. 358).

Given Emily's melancholy nature, they could all very

well stem from the same single reason.

Her unhappiness with the

teachers and their religious fervor would have made her nervously react
with the homesickness and illness, and her worried father would have
withdrawn her to protect her unstable n1ental condition.

Perhaps Emily
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had found the education at Mt. Holyoke not broadening enough.
rate, she fininshed her formal education in 1848.

At any

However, "

the

Amherst community--the Academy and the college, not to mention her
library at home--offered richer opportunities than Mt. Holyoke at that
time possibly could have" (Sewall, p. 361).

Hence, Emily's education

did not cease; it just had a change of venue.
That Emily's family and home would have given many opportunities for
furthering her education is implied by the educational level her parents
had achieved and the involvement they had in the academic life in Amherst.
Emily's paternal grandfather, Samuel Dickinson, was a graduate of Dart
mouth and the founder of Amherst College.

He was so dedicated to the

institution that he used his own personal funds to keep it in operation
and bankrupted himself; he moved to the Midwest to find work.

His son

Edward, Emily's father, attended Yale and was as ide alistically ambitious
as his father (Passim).

He wrote to his fiance, Emily Norcross, "'My life

must be a life of business, of labor and application to the study of my
the melioration of the condition of

profession'" concerned with "'
all about us"' (Sewall, p. 47).

To this end he served as Treasurer of

Amherst College, Moderator of the Town Meeting for 16 years, President
of the Amherst and Belchertown Railroad, Representative to General Court
of Massachusetts, State Senator, Delegate to Whig Conventions, and Rep re
sentative from the 10th District of Massachusetts to the Congress of the
United States.

He was deeply interested in education for females and

made several gifts of books to his fiance (Passim).

Once in a letter

expounding on the literary abilities of a woman author he had met at a

"'
party, Maria Sedgwick, he mused

. that, if they had opportunities

equal to their talents, they would not be inferior to our own sex in
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improving the sciences"' (Sewall, p. 49).
chosen a well-educated woman to wed.

It follows that he would have

Emily Norcross came from a family

who " . . . read books and believed in education" (Sewall, p. 76).
they sent their daughter to boarding school in New haven.

Hence,

After her

marriage Emily Norcross Dickinson was active in community affairs.

She

annually participated in the Amherst Cattle Show, worked in her church
and was hostess at the receptions her husband gave at commencement each
year.

She attended lectures at the college.

Her brother gave her a

three volume set of Cowper's poems as a wedding present, and presumably
he would not have done so had she not had an interest in poetry and
reading (Passim).

Thus, Emily Elizabeth Dickinson was certainly exposed

to cultural activities, adequate libraries, and friends who were in the
mainstream of intellectually-stimulating occupations and leisures.
Because of her father's prestigious position, she was acquainted
with many brilliant, influential persons.

"Among her friends were

Samuel Bowles, a political figure of nationwide reputation and editor of
the Springfield Republican; Josiah Holland, a physican turned poet,
novelist, historian, lecturer, and journalist, co-editor with Mr. Bowles
of the Republican and later head of Scribner's Monthly--also a man of
considerable fame; Helen Hunt Jackson, a world-famous novelist, poet, and
authority on Indians; Daniel Chester French, the sculptor; and Thomas
Wentworth Higginson, essayist, poet and critic. 1126

Charles Wadsworth,

the man many biographers think was the love of her life and the reason
for her withdrawal from society, was himself famous, often compared to
Henry Ward Beecher. " . . . His sermons were publish ed, in pamphlet form,
in periodicals and collected in four volumes . . . (Sewall, p. 450).

Her

brother and his wife were among the socially avant-garde and entertained
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many famous artists.

Emerson was twice a guest in their home.

Jenny

Lind, Henry Ward Beecher and Wendell Philips were all guests in Amherst
at one time or another (Passim).

Certainly Emily was aware of., if not

involved in, many artistic, literary happenings in Amherst, and this
awareness would have enriched her reading, thinking, and writing.

Emily's

education never ended because she always stayed inquisitive and interested
in life, though she didn't actively participate in society.

"Any view

of Emily Dickinson's life which casts her in the role of unpolished
rustic infinitely removed and cut off from the mainstream of nineteenth
century cultural activity is erroneous. 1127
As a child, Emi.1.y was well-behaved and gave her parents little
trouble.

That she considered herself to have had a happy or at least a

secure childhood is inferred by her often expressed wish to halt the
maturing process, and later, to return to childhood.

In a letter to

Abiah Root, after discussing Abby Woods' maturation, she comments,
11

•
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I love so to be a child.11

Often in her letters to her brother,

she expressed the wish that they all might become children again and
avoid the separation of siblings moving into adulthood.

She clung to her

childhood friends with a possessiveness that frequently turned them away.
Cody suggests that this clinging to childhood was her inability to
accept her sexuality.

She did not associate her role with her mother,

who apparently was a very weak, fragile, undemonstrative parent, and
she worshipped her brother who was more accepted by the father because
of his maleness.
as woman.

This seeming rejection created uncertainty in her role

Cody summarizes that her rejection of her own femininity made

her fear that she could not be loved by a man and at the same time
attracted her to the female personality.29

Whatever the psychological
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reasons, "Her leavetaking of childhood was undergone reluctantly and was
agonizingly protracted.1130
As a young girl, she participated in the parties and sleigh rides
and youthful activities of the young people of Amherst.

She showed no

trace in early letters of the insecurity that was later to bind her to
home and the life of a recluse.
handsome very fast indeed.

To Abiah Root she wrote "I am growing

I expect I shall be the belle of Amherst

when I reach my seventeenth year.

I don't doubt that I shall have

perfect crowds of admirers by that age.1131

However, as her friends

became interested in men, as death began to touch her friends more
frequently, and as the church began to claim almost all her close
friends, she began to become more insecure and to withdraw.
As. early as her twenty-second year, Emily Dickinson was going
out of her way to avoid meeting people. A year later she wrote
that she was going to church early to avoid having 'to go in
after all the people had got there.' By the time she was
twenty-eight, it was a fixed 'custom' for her to run whenever
the doorbell rang. By the age of thirty she was retreating
to her room when old friends called and listened to their
voices from upstairs. . . . Eventually she retreated indoors
altogether, and for the last fifteen years of her life the
neighbors knew she was there by faith alone.32
This instability, withdrawal, and agoraphobia that became so powerful
in her life existed to a lesser degree in other members of her family .
Emily's grandfather, Samuel Dickinson, apparently was so miserable in
his self-exile from Amherst that he suffered a breakdown.

Sewall comments

that "No Dickinson, at least in this branch of the family, flourished
outside beloved Amherst" (Sewall, p. 38).

Edward's sister Catherine

attempted to live in Ohio and stayed only two years.
in Boston where he taught.

Austin was unhappy

He looked forward to vacations and dreaded

their passing, mandating his return to work. Lavinia worried that he did
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not participate in the social aspects of city life and wrote "I wish
you'd go into society a little more Austin, t'would be better and happier
for you I know" (Sewall, p. 99).

When he became engaged to Susan

Gilbert, he went to Chicago to explore a move there to practice law.
He later decided against going.

Sewall points out in a footnote

discussing Cody's allegation that Austin had "capitulated" to his father's
possessive command of his life, that Austin " . . • had been homesick
even in Sunderland.

Later on another trip west, he was repelled by what

he saw and couldn't wait to get back to Amherst" (Sewall, p. 100, n. 9).
Vinnie visited relatives but never married and spent all of her life
after her schooling in her parents' home.
unstable mentally, too.

Emily Norcross Dickinson was

She apparently suffered postpartum depression

that kept her from resuming normal activities for quite some time after
Lavinia's birth (Sewall, Passim).

Speaking of the move back to the

Homestead, Cody states that "Mrs. Dickinson, upon her arriva l there for
the second time, suffered a depressive breakdown of at least four years

duration.1133

In September after Austin married, Mrs. Dickinson went to

Northampton for a water cure.

This illness was possibly connected with

menopausal depression, but it is indicative of the emotional weakness
th at left Mrs. Dickinson incapable of successfully meeting periods 0£
stress.3 4

Regardless of the reasons for the breakdowns, the overall

summary of the family's reactions to change and stress indicate the
pattern that Emily's life was to amplify.

"Seen against this back-

ground, Emily's home-centeredness takes on less the aspect of some deep
neuorotic fear or psychological compulsion than of a family tendency
car ried to an extreme" (Sewall, P· 39).
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Emily Dickinson's homesickness and nervous strain during her schooling
have already been noted. In the years immediately following her formal
education, she traveled very little.

In 1855 while Edward Dickinson was

Representative from the Tenth Congressional District of Massachusetts,
Emily accompanied Vinnie to visit her father. This was her longest
trip away from home except for her trip to Boston for medical reasons.
She indicates her homesickness in a letter to Susan Gilbert".

. for

one look at you, for your gentle voices, I'd exchange it all. I shall
love you more for this sacrifice.1135

On the Dickinson sisters' return

trip to Amherst, they spent two weeks with Emily's friend, Eliza
Coleman.

It was here that she met a man who many biographers feel was

the love of her life, Charles Wadsworth.

However, there is no mention

of him or of homesickness in the only surviving letter written during
this visit (Sewall, Passim).
In 1864, Emily was struck with an eye disorder that necessitated
her going to Boston for treatment.

She stayed with Norcross cousins in

Cambridge. She was there for an extended period of time--from April to
November--and had to return again in April, 186� for the treatment of
the same problem. She returned to Amherst in October, 1865 (Sewall,
Passim). "It was after returning from the second stay in Boston that
Emily began fading into the shadows.

The tendency to hover near her

own doorstep, which had been steadily deepening under the influence of
1 36
her poet.ic dedication,
·
·
· 11
< y became more pronounced .... 1
now quic
In an 1852 letter explaining to Emily Fowler why she had left a note
instead of coming in to visit, Emily Dickinson wrote ''No, I resist
_,

temptation, and run away from the door just as fast as my feet will

carry me, lest if I once come in, I shall grow so happy, happy, that I
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shall stay there always, and never go home at all! 1137
perfected her withdrawal is unclear.

Exactly when she

Apparently, throughout her life

she saw a selected few--certainly until 1884 when Judge Lord died.
There are hints, like the one quoted in the letter to Emily Fowler, that
she reacted too strongly to people and could not control her emotions.
In a converstaion later, Emily Fowler Ford recalled, "'She once asked
me if it did not make me shiver to hear a great many people talk--they
took "all the clothes off their souls" . . . "' (Sewall, p. 37 1).
Again, in a letter to Higginson Emily writes,"I had no Monarch in my
life and cannot rule myself, and when I try to organize--my little
force explodes--and leaves me bare and charred--. . . . Of 'shunn ing
Men and Women'--they talk of Hallowed things aloud--and embarrass My
Dog. . . . 1138
his observation:

Perhaps the "they" is a reversal, if Cody is correct in
"One is forced to conclude that Emily Dickinson, in

addition to having emotional reactions of unusual intensity, lacked
normal emotional control, that she was well aware of this weakness, and
that it was one of the determining factors which caused her to seclude

herself. 113 9

Perhaps this lack of control was one of the things which made people
uncomfortable with her.

Higginson in his letter to his wife recalling

his first meeting with Emily Dickinson commented that Emily had said
that she was frightened because she never saw strangers and didn't know
what to say; however, he observed, "She talked soon and thenceforward
continuously--and deferentially--sometimes stopping to ask me to talk
instead of her--but readily recomrnencing."40

Later he remarked, "I

never was with any one who drained my nerve power so much.
touching her, she drew from me.

Without

I am glad not to live near her. 1 141
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Helen Hunt Jackson wrote of much the same discomfort when she confessed
to Emily that " . . . you look[ed] so [wh]ite and [mo]th-like[!]

Your

[hand] felt [l]ike such a wisp in mine that you frigh[tened] me.

I felt

[li]ke a [gr]eat ox (tal]king to a wh[ite] moth, and beg[ging] it to
come and [eat] grass with me [to] see if it could not turn itself into
beef!

How stupid.--11 4 2

Cody adds that . .

the tendency for her words to break loose as though they had
a life of their own means that the content of her thought and
the feelings that accompanied it erupted from the deeper
levels of her personality. Just as her private obsession with
death intruded into the alien context of her letters, so other
deeply personal pre-occupations threatened to burst forth in
driven and convulsive utterance in her social transactions.
She was, therefore, not so much afraid of other s as afraid
of herself in their presence. 4 3
Another explanation for her secluding herself is a more calculated,
and therefore, a more pitiable one which Walsh entertains--" . . . the
I
•
s acute sense of drama.
persistent groping of Enuly

1144

She observed that

when she was illusive or hidden from them, friends who had taken her for
granted and hardly noticed her became fascinated with her:

"The friend

who turns away, she once noted, 'is resonant with mystery' and in another
verse she pointedly observed how an unnative charm comes over a face
'imperfectly beheld'. . . . [B]y carrying the ordinary spinster's
retirement one step further, she was able to gain just such a veiled,
elusive attraction.11 45

Whatever the cause of her withdrawal, by the time

she was thirty-five, her participation in the Amherst community was almost
non-existent.

Walsh's observation about others' being intrigued by her

invisibility proved true, as the community formed 'the Myth,' which Mabel
Loomis Todd called Emily Dickinson in a letter to her parents shortly

after her arrival in Amherst.46

The myth, having existed now for nearly a century, has many vari
ations and grows with the constant probing and scholarship that continues
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to follow Emily Dickinson.

Most accounts agree that she was a frail,

unattractive, £lightly woman.

Some say she was terrified of her father,

who was demanding and selfishly strict with his daughters.

No doubt

Emily's tales about never learning to tell time because she didn't
understand, but was afraid to confess it to her father, helped to expand
this portrait of a man who was so possessive that he refused to allow
his daughter to marry a young man who proposed in Washington.

Other

variations of the lover tale say that she had a lover who was married,
and so she had to renounce love in this life and await a reunion in the
next--hence, she always wore virginal white as an emblem of the love she
was preserving for this man.

Different biographers have had different

theories as to who this married lover might have been.

The ones who

figure in most studies are Ben Newton, Charles Wadsworth, Samuel Bowles,
and Otis P. Lord.
Ben Newton was a law student in Edward Dickinson's office from 184 7
to 1849.

He was very dear to Emily.

She said in a letter to his pastor,

"Mr. Newton became to me a gentle, yet grave :)?receptor, teaching me what
to read., what authors to admire, what was most grand or beautiful in
nature, and that sublimer lesson, a faith in things unseen.
She admits she loved him as a brother, " . . . a friend who taught me
Immortality, but venturing too near, himself--he never returned 1148

That

he was a secret lover is quite improbable.
The lover most agree upon was the minister whom she heard on her
visit to Philadelphia in 1855, Reverend Charles Wadsworth.
only twice afterwards, in October 1859, and in August 1880.

She saw him
There is only

one letter remaining of his correspondence, one that " . . . though
sympathetic, is a rather formal and entirely pastoral one.1149

She wrote
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after his death of an "

. intimacy of many years with the beloved

clergyman, 1150 and yet there are only two known instances which would
have given occasion for intimacy.
relationship was a

It has been suggested that the intimate

fi gment of her infatuation and imagination and

"[t]hus Wadsworth was not so much the man in her life as the one who
provided the idea of what a man in her life would have been like"
(Sewall, p. 449).
There would have been many more opportunities to have had an intimate
relationship with Samuel Bowles, the young editor of the Springfield
Republican and a close friend of all the family, but most especially of
Austi n.

"Bowles was known for his partiality for women of spirit and

brains" (Sewall, p. 471).

She was an attraction to him.

Sewall says

that Emily's thirty-five surviving letters and fifty poems to Bowles
show that for a time she was deeply in love with and never quit loving
him though she did withdraw from him as from others (Sewall, p. 473).
None of his letters to her survive, but she mentions them, and the fact
that he saved hers indicates some respect for their relationship.

Her

letters can be interpreted on several levels, and there is as much reason
to inte rpret them as love letters as there is to interpret them as business
letters pleading publication--in any event he failed her as both lover
and publisher.

This can account for the tender poems of renunciation she

sent him in letters such as "Title divine--is mine" and "Mine--by the
Right of White Election" (Sewall, Passim).
The most intriguing analysis of the lover's possible identity is
that of John Evangelist Walsh, who settles on Otis P. Lord, in The
Hidden Life of Emily Dickinson.

Walsh suggests that Emily and the judge

had had a love affair in her youth--years before one which has now been
acknowledged between them when she was 47 and he 65.

He points out, as

so
others have done, that their correspondences immediately after Mrs. Lord's
death "

• show a passionate attachment was already in progress some

years before the death of Lord's wife."51

Leaving fewer loose ends and

having more plausible arguments than most lover-myth explanations, Walsh
points out that Otis Lord was in Boston and Salem in 1864-65 when Emily
was in Cambridge undergoing treatment for her eye ailment.

There is no

evidence that he was a frequent visitor; but Walsh gives good reason as
to why Lord might well have visited her during this period.

Remembering

that Lord's first gift to Emily after his wife's death was a concordance
to Shakespeare and that they used a. code based on Shakespeare's plays
to transmit personal intimate messages, Walsh points out that Emily's
mature appreciation of Shakespeare dates from the fall of 1864, following
her return from her first stay in Cambridge.

He conjectures that possi bly

Lord read Shakespeare to her while she was unable to use her eyes and
that during this early friendship, the foundations of the mature love
were laid.

He notes the coincidence that in the first decade of Lord's

judgeship, he stayed in Boston for the fall seating only twice, 1864
and 1865--Emily was in Cambridge only fifteen minutes away both autumns.
Walsh also points to the many puns on Lord--as 'way,' 'truth' and
'light' used in her poetry, and in the third master letter she speaks of
waking in his likeness--a Biblical allusion to the Lord.

Walsh further

shows her punning on Lord in poems that make more sense when read as a
longing for the judge:
You love the Lord you cannot see,
You write him everyday,
A little note when you awake
And further in the day.
An ample letter how you miss
And would delight to see,
But then his house is but a step
And mine's in heaven, you see. (#487)
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And the Daisy references in the Master letters become more meaningful if
the last stanza of t/339 "I tend my flowers for thee" be a reference to
Lord:
Thy flower be gay
Her Lord away!
It ill becometh me;
I'll dwell in Calyx gray
How modestly alway
Thy Daisy
Draped for thee!
Finally, Walsh points out that Lord was 18 years her senior, was in
Amherst when she was a child and could well have held her in his lap,
explaining the reference "How at the knee that bore her once unto
[royal] wordless rest" in the third Master letter.52
Regardless of who her lover was, or if she did, indeed, have a lover,
she wrote poetry which expressed the loneliness, suffering, and dejection
which a renunciation of love would evoke from almost any person.

And

she wrote with such a quality that biographers have spent years trying
to ascertain his identity.
Those contemporaries who formed the Myth did so because Emily
Dickinson was a peculiar, mysterious woman whose lifestyle intrigued them.
Few knew her for the reasons that later biographers have studied the
Myth.

Emily was an avid letter writer and certainly the recipi nts of

those letters knew o: her vast correspondence; however, few knew that
she wrote poetry.

In 1850, a forty line valentine was sent to a young

lawyer in her father's office, Eldridge Bowdoin (Sewall, p. 416).
1852, whe sent a poem to William Howland as a Valentine.

In

It was published

in the same year without Emily's name and it was one of her earliest
endeavors in poetry (Sewall, p. 418).

A year later she wrote to Austin

acknowledging her interest in writing poetry:
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And Austin is a Poet, Austin writes a psalm. Out of the way,
Pegasus, Olympus enough 'to him,' and just say to those 'nine
muses' that we have done with them!
Raised a living muse ourselves, worth the whole nine of
them. Up, off, tramp!
Now Brother Pegasus, I'll tell you what it is--I've been in
the habit myself of writing some few things, and it rather
appears to me that you're getting away my patent, so you'd
better be somewhat careful, or I'll call the police!53
However, Johnson notes that "Only five poems can be identified as having
been written before her twenty-eighth year, and all of them so slight as

to be negligible.154
1

As she grew older and entered into reclusion, she began to reach
out through the written word.
The loneliness that followed upon her isolation from even the
most potentially sympathetic of her neighbors and friends came
to invest letter writing with an almost sacramental importance.
.. .Also, increasing awareness of her psychological difference
from others gradually made her more guarded, and her early
prolix exuberance was superseded by a defensive care and
caution in her written utterance that moved her in the direction
of ever more conscious craftmanship. These two factors--the
increased emphasis on written communication and the tendency
toward allusion and away from explicit statement--very likely
paved t�e psychologic�3 way for the symbolic and metaphorical
expression of poetry.
For whatever the reason, her greatest poetry came after she was tw nty
eight and after she had totally secluded herself from the community.
Throughout her life only seven of her poems were published--all
anonymously, and most were altered by the publisher.

She sent parts of

poems in her letters to different correspondents. Frequently a snatch
of verse would accompany a gift of flowers, or jam, or fresh baked
bread; still, few realized she considered herself a poet.

Among thos

who knew she was a poet were her sister-in-law, Susan Gilbert Dickinson,
T. W.Higginson, and Helen Hunt Jackson.

"

. [H]er relationship with Sue was one of the controlling

influences in her life.... She expanded Emily's horizon and was a
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vital part of her education" (Sewall, p. 197-199).

The girls were very

close friends before Sue and Austin became involved romantically.

[Cody

suggests that Emily was in love with Sue and that she felt rejected by
the two objects of her love--her brother and Sue when they became
engaged.) 56

They exchanged books, discussed their reading, and dreamed

of Emily's success as a poet.

About the time Sue's first child was

born Emily began to seek Sue's critiques of her poems. Cody submits
that she was vieing with the baby for Sue's attention.57

However, there

is only one documented instance in which Sue helped with Emily's
writing and that with reservations that caused Emily never to seek her
comments again.
Chambers."

The poem in question was "Safe in their Alabaster

Sue objected to the second stanza stating that it in no way

matched the strength and tone of the first.

Emily changed the stanza,

and although she sent Sue some 100 poems throughout her lifetime, she
never again asked her to analyze or to critique them (Sewall, p. 201).
Still, Sue brought out strengths in Emily's writings.

"Emily's

virtuosity is seldom as brillant as in these messages that sped from
one house to the other.

They are in a style she particularly (though

not exclusively) reserved for Sue:
figurative" (Sewall, p. 207).

tight, elliptical, almost always

However, Sewall and Cody each suggest that

Sue was one of the sources of Emily's suffering.

Sewall states:

"She

may have s uffered an early and painful rejection by Sue; or she may
have rejected Sue and all she stood for.

Some such hypothesis, more

than Emily's shyness and eccentricity, seems necessary to explain the
extraordinary fact that for '15 years,' beginning sometime in the 1860's,
she did not enter Sue's house only three hundred feet away" (Sewall,
p. 2 14).

Cody diagnoses Emily's suffering as her identifying with Sue
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and hence comparing her life to Sue's and that "Sue's riches continued
to teach Emily what poverty was. 1158

He points out that

Sue had Austin and her baby to love and be loved by--the
riches that emphasized by contrast Emily's poverty. And what
did Emily have? A cache of great poems in her drawer that
she was never assured lived or breathed [a question Mothers
ask about the baby at birth] and that remained there, not to
see the light of day until after her death. She possessed a
fine mind and a rare talent, but none of the primitive and
fundamental gratifications that she longed for and that
constitute the goal of all our inescapable instincts. A
longing to be loved, to be comfortable in herself, and to
nurture young exists in every woman, and the thwarting of
these impulses produces an aching emptiness for which intel
lectual achievements and fantasy can only partially compensate.59
If Sue was a source of Emily's suffering, she was also responsible
for the relationship that developed between Emily Dickinson and T. W.
Higginson.
action.

"Sometime in December she and Sue came up with a plan for

They would approach an established literary personality who

could look at the poems objectively and who would have the necessary
contacts to make things happen if he was impressed. 11 60
Therefore, on April 15, 1862, Emily Dickinson wrote a note to
Thomas Wentworth Higginson asking him to critique her Verse and saying
that" [ t]he Mind is so near itself--it cannot see, distinctly--and I
have none to ask--" Emily asked him to say if he thought it 'alive' and
if it 'breathed' or if she made mistakes.61

She trusted that he would

tell her what was true and that he would not betray her because she had
read an article published in the April, 1862, Atlantic Monthly entitled
"Letter to a Young Contributor."

The piece encouraged young writers-

both men and women--to make contributions to the publications, cautioning
them to be aware of the power of language and of their responsibility to
search for the right words to express their thoughts.

"It was practical

advice for beginners, with emphasis on smoothness of style, and avoidance
of prolixity and high-flown language. 11 62
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The man to whom she turned, Thomas W. Higginson, was a graduate of
Harvard Divinity School who had become a Unitarian Minister.

After five

years as a pastor he had resigned to devote himself to writing and
lecturing.

He became more and more liberal and aligned himself with

civil rights movements, culminating in his appointment during the Civil
War as Lieutenant Colonel of the 29th Regiment, a black regiment in
South Carolina.

He, like Edward Dickinson , approved of women's education

and was, in today's language, a feminist.
with the letter:

Emily enclosed four poems

"We play at Paste," "Safe in their Alabaster Chambers, "

"The nearest Dream recedes unrealized," and "I'll tell you how the Sun
rose."

Along with these was a card bearing her signature.

Emily,

obviously with good reason, thought that he would be accepting of her
innovative, unconventional poetry.

She, however, was to be disappointed

(Sewall, Passim).
II

One of Emily Dickinson's failures of judgement was to turn

to Higginson for literary advice.

She could hardly have known from

'.Letter to a Young Contributor' how deep-seated his literary conservatism
was" (Sewa ll, p. 575).

After receiving specimens of writing elicited by

his article--Emily's was among them--he wrote to the editor of the
Atlantic that none was for publication; and when in his second letter
to Emily he suggested that she delay to publish, she replied that was
" . . . foreign to my thought as Firmament to Fin. 1163

She was apparently

living her observation that
Mirth is the Mail of Anguish-
In which it Cautious Arm,
Lest anybody spy the blood
And "you're hurt" exclaim? 64
and was hiding her disappointment at the rejection from one from whom she
had anticipated understanding and acceptance.

Surely Emily had written

56
to Higginson because of his article in the Atlantic which addressed
those who wished to publish; surely she had publication in mind when she
wrote ,to Sue and Austin:

"[c]ould I make you and Austin--proud--sometime-ft,.5-

a great wc1-y off--' twould give me taller feet--'·'; and just as surely her
statement, "If fame helonged to me, I could not escape her--if she did
not, the longest day would pass me on the chase--and the approbation of
my Dog, would forsake me--then--My Barefoot--Rank is better--,1166 is
her indication that she would no longer seek to publish.

That Higginson

thought her gait "spasmodic" and "uncontrolled,11 67 that all men said
"what" to her,68 that all editors regularized her poems and changed lines
and words of which she felt such possession that she said, "I do not
let go it, because it is mine. 11 69--all these facts are responsible for
her later refusal to accept pleas of Helen Hunt Jackson to share her
gift with the world.

All the while she accepted this rejection, she

became stronger in her knowledge that she was indeed a poet.

She lived

by the k nowledge that "Best Gains--must have the Losses Test/To constitute
them--Gains--. 11 70
Certainly by the third exchange of letters, Emily realized that,
although she and Higginson shared a love of nature and of language, she
was as radical in verse as he was in politics and that he could offer
her no practical advice in writing poetry.

She patiently explained that

writing was a necessary part of her life and that her poetic expression
relieved the pressures that caused her fear and frenzy--she " . . . could
not drop the Bells whose jingling cooled my Tramp. 1171

He, however, was

in the mainstream of American literary life and wrote criticism on
Emerson, Hawthorne, Margaret Fuller Ossoli, Thoreau, Irving, Cooper,
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Henry James, Lanier, Crane, and Howells.

He was
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also a Christian and a trained minister; and so it was that Emily Dickinson
kept up the correspondence with this man whom she called her Preceptor,
but who himself admitted "(T]he bee himself did not evade the schoolboy
more than she evaded me; and even at this day I still stand somewhat
72
bewildered, like the boy.11
For all his shortcomings, Higginson was to her what Emerson
was to many, 'a friend and guide of those who would live in
the spirit,' or in this instance, the Word. He failed her as
a critic of her poetry; but at least he answered her letters,
came (at last) to see her, and was perceptive enough to see
something 'remarkable' in her. (Sewall, p. 569)
Though Higginson only saw Emily Dickinson twice, their correspondence
spanned twenty-five years.
this time.

She sent him poetry intermittently throughout

He wrote after her death,

'The impression of a wholly new and original poetic genius
was as distinct on my mind at the first reading of these four
poems as it is now, after thirty years of further knowledge;
and with it came the problem never yet solved, what place
ought to be assigned in literature to what is so remarkable,
yet so elusive of criticism. 173
The fact is that Higginson never understood her poetry.

He continued to

think that it lacked form, that it was imperfectly rhymed, and that its
metric beat was spasmodic.

He never encouraged her to share her poetry

with the world, even when another talented artist, Helen Hunt Jackson,
was pleading with her to publish--if need be anonymously, but to publish!
His two final unwitting rebukes came after Emily's death.

The first was

at her funeral where he read a poem--not of Emily's hand--but of Emily
Bronte's and where he remarked not of her greatness as a poet, but as
one who had interested him and passed away.

The second was his

reluctant consent to edit the volume of poems published in 1890 and

1891.

He continued to edit and to regularize her style to conform to

his idea of the proper poem (Sewall, Passim).

Never in his remaining
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20 years did he become " . . . freely convinced that his decision to
publish the poems had been entirely a credit to his critical judgement. 11 74
Speculation counts for little in scholarship; but one must wonder
what different course the history of American poetry would have taken
had Emily Dickinson known Helen Hunt Jackson at an earlier time in her
life--as early as 1862, for instance.

Had Helen Hunt Jackson been

Emily's first mentor instead of Sue, perhaps Emily Dickinson would have
published and avoided the shell of seclusion which has kept so much of
her life as mystery to the scholars who have tried to share her with
the world.
Helen Fisk Hunt lived in Amherst when she was a very small child.
Emily and Helen attended the same elementary school for a short time and
even played together on occasion.

Because Helen's mother was ill and

unable to care for her family, Helen went to boarding schools in the
surrounding area.

Her mother died when Helen was thirteen, her father

when she was sixteen, and she left the valley to live with an aunt.
She married Edward Hunt while she was quite young and had lost one
child and was widowed by the time she was thirty-three.
she lost her surviving child and was alone.

At thirty-five

These terrible losses

turned her life from one of domestic concerns to one of literature and
business.

In her grief, she began to write poetry, and when she had

published several of her poems in magazines, she began to consider a
career in writing.

She wrote to the editor of the New York Evening Post

to ask if he thought her talented enough to survive in a writing career,
and he responded by offering her a contract to write columns on life
in Boston (Sewall, Passim).
In 1866, she began boarding in Newport, Rhode Island, in a house
in which T. W. Higginson and his wife resided.

This occurrence was most
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probably not coincid�ntal.

[Johnson suggests that this choice of

residence was part of a plan to advance her career by becoming Higginson's
prot�g�.) 75

At any rate, after a short acquaintance, she asked

Higginson to be her literary executor, and he readily consented.

Helen

Hunt was an extremely bright and talented person and she readily perfected
her craft under his tutelage.

She once told Higginson:

"I shall never

write a sentence, so long as I live, without studying it over from the
standpoint of whether you would think it could be bettered" (Sewall,
p. 5 7 9).

In addition to writing well, she had a gift for readily under

standing her reading public and giving them what they liked; thus, her
work was quite salable, and over the years she published seven books and
some 400 articles and book reviews.

Though she wrote verse and published

a book of poetry, her greatest contribution to American Literature was
in prose.

"Today she is best known for A Century of Dishonor (1881) and

Ramona (1884), both on America's treatment of the Indians" (Sewall,
p.

57 9).

Exactly when Helen Hunt Jackson became aware of Emily Dickinson's
poetry is unclear.

The Hunts visited in Amherst and were guests in the

Dickinson home, but there is no evidence of literary talk (Sewall,
p. 5 78)--probably because Helen Hunt was not yet writing, and Emily was
not yet admitting that she wrote.

Higginson said that he showed Emily

Dickinson's poems to Helen Hunt about 1866(Sewall, p. 580).

Though

Helen Hunt was in Amherst in 1866 and again in 1870, there is no

•
.
b etween the two women. 7 6
evi"d ence th at there was any communication

The first known communication came on the occasion of Mrs. Hunt's
marriage to William S. Jackson.

Emily Dickinson sent a letter of

congratulation with a fragment of a poem which Helen Hunt Jackson did
not understand and wl1ich she returned with request for explanation.
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Emily did not comply--probably because she had felt rejection of her poem
with such a request (Sewall, Passim).

Helen Hunt Jackson followed her

request with a letter which certainly must have been a balm to any
implied wound:

"I have a little manuscript volume with a few of your

verses in it--and I read them very often--You are a great poet--and it
is wrong to the day you live in, that you will not sing aloud.

When

you are what men call dead, you will be sorry you were so stingy."77
Again in a letter to Emily Dickinson in August, 1876, Helen Hunt Jackson
is more specific in her request that Emily Dickinson publish.

Roberts

Brothers of Boston was bringing out a No Name Series which was to publish
anonymous poems and short stories.

Helen Hunt Jackson wrote:

When the Volume of Verse is published in this series, I shall
contribute to it: and I want to persuade you to. Surely, in
the shelter of such double anonymousness as that will be, you
need not shrink. I want to see some of your verses in print.
Unless you forbid me, I will send some that I have. May 1778
Emily ignored this request and shortly thereafter, Helen Hunt Jackson
called in person to repeat her plea.
position:

A follow-up letter reiterates her

"You say you find great pleasure in reading my verses.

Let

somebody somewhere whom you do not know have the same pleasure in reading
yours!"79

Two years later in April, 1878, Helen Hunt Jackson was still

pleading with the reticent poet:
Would it be of any use to ask you once more for one or two of
your poems, to come out in the volume of "no name" poetry which
is to be published before long by Roberts Bros.? If you will
give me permission I will copy them--sending them in my own
handwriting--and promise never to tell anyone, not even the
publishers, whose the poems are. Could you not bear this much
of publicity? only you and I would recognize the poems. I
wish very much you would do this--and I think you would have
much amusement in seeing to whom the critics, those shrewd
guessers would ascribe your verses.80
The day after an October 24 visit, she wrote:
poem?

"Now--will you send me the

No--will you let me send the 'Success'--which I know by heart--to

61
Roberts Bros. for the Masque of Poets?
great pleasure.

If you will, it will give me a

I ask it as a personal favor to myself--Can you refuse

the only thing I perhaps shall ever ask at your hands? 1181

Johnson

states that the urgency of the last request was really a cry for help
because Jackson had already supplied the poem to the publisher.82
heeded the plea.

Hence, in November,

Emily Dickinson's "Success" which " .
phraseology. 118 3

18 78,

Emily

� Masque of Poets contained

. was slightly changed in

Again, Emily Dickinson had been betrayed and robbed

of her verse by the tampering of those who supposedly recognized and
appreciated her genius.

That the poem was attributed to Emerson probably

did little to placate the poet.
Emily apparently held no ill will toward Helen Hunt Jackson, for
their correspondence continued through Helen Hunt Jackson's life.

Emily

continued to send her poetry and to follow her career with great interest
and enthusiasm (Sewall, Passim).

Helen Hunt Jackson continued to

encourage Emily to publish:
What portfolios of verses you must have.--It is cruel wrong to
your 'day and generation' that you will not give them light.-
If such a thing should happen as that I should outlive you, I
wish you would make me your literary legatee executor. Surely,
after you are what is called 'dead,' you will be willing the
poor ghosts you have left behind, should be cheered and pleased
by your verses, will you not?--You ought to be.--1 do not
think we have a right to with hold from the world a word or
a thought any more than a deed; which might help a single soui.84
Helen Hunt Jackson did not outlive Emily Dickinson.
188 5.

She died August 12,

Emily was wrought with grief at the death of her friend and

wrote,"Helen of Troy will die, but Helen of Colorado, never!" (Sewall,
P· 591).

Ironically, Emily is the one who lives in fame as a world

poet and Helen of Colorado " .

lives chiefly by the reflected light

of the Amherst friend whose reticences she deplored.

[However J,
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she had insights about the poetry of Emily Dickinson that were more
penetrating than those of any other qualified judge, who, during

Dickin son's lifetime, evaluated her poetry.1185

At last here "

was

a figure of high importance in the literary world who knew she was a
poet, had sought her out, and had engineered for her an offer, with no
prior qualifications, from a leading publisher" (Sewall, p. 592).
That offer was made twice by Thomas Niles, Helen Hunt Jackson's
publisher and publisher of the No-Name Series.

He wrote Emily Dickinson

in 1882 that "'H. H.' once told me that she wished you would be induced
to publish a volume of poems.

I should not want to say how highly she

praised them, but to such an extent that I wish also that you could.1186
Again, on receipt of a gift of a rare book of poems from Emily, he said,
"If I may presume to say so, I will take instead a M.S. collection of
your poems, that is, if you want to give them to the world through the

medium of a publisher.1187

This correspondence and these offers would

never have been made without the critical acclaim of Emily Dickinson's
poetry by his leading writer, Helen Hunt Jackson.

Indeed, after

Helen

Hunt Jackson and Emily Dickinso n were both dead, he seemingly forgot his
commitment to Emily Dickinson's genius and wrote to discourage Higginson's
editing of her poetry:

"It has always seemed to me that it would be

unwise to perpetuate Miss Dickinson's poems.

They are quite as remark

able for defects as !or beauties and are generally devoid of true poetical

qualities.1188

How fortunate for posterity that this publisher never got

the chance to correct her "defects" and enhance her "poetical qualities."
All of these four people knew that Emily Dickinson wrote poetry of
an unusual nature, but none knew to what extent.

Sue certainly had

received some of Emily's poems in letters and as gifts.

T. W. Higginson

L
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received one hundred poems over the twenty-five years he corresponded
with Emily.

Helen Hunt Jackson received some half dozen, as did Thomas

They, however, knew nothing of her development as a poet.

Niles.

Indeed, today we know little more.
work.

Emily did not date nor entitle her

Because she was disinterested in society, politics, and history,

there is very little internal evidence to help set the chronology of
her poetry (Sewall, Passim).
her room after her death.

"The great bulk of her poems was found in

They were in a bewildering state.

Some were

in final form; there were many semifinal drafts, with variant readings
undecided upon; there were hundreds of scraps and jottings; and there
were almost no dates" (Sewall, p. 6).

About 1858, and for approximately

seven years thereafter, Emily Dickinson had arranged some of her poems
in packets, which Lavinia called 'little volumes' when she discovered
them.

The packets averaged eighteen to twenty poems each with four or

five sheets to each one.
neatly together.

Thirty-nine of these packets she had threaded

There were also 25 other groupings which were not

threaded (Sewall, p. 537).

The chronological arrangement of her verse

has been surmised by analyzing the handwriting characteristics of certain
years•

Some poems were included in dated letters., but there is no way

of knowing whether she wrote the poem on the occasion of the letter
writing.

She was known to send the same poem or sometimes a variant of

the poem to different people (Sewall, Passim).

All of these problems

continue to keep the Dickinson scholars in a state of uncertainty about
her poetry and to perpetuate her myth.

Sewall, while discussing the

problems biographers have had, suggests that she may purposefully have
kept all certainties so veiled believing her lines:

"Tell all the

Truth but tell it slant-/Success in Circuit Lies" (Sewall, p. 3).

She
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also believed "The Riddle we can guess/we speedily despise--1189

If she

has told all the truth, the many differing opinions as to what that
truth is may likewise be explained by her poem f/562--"To Hear An Oriole
Sing"--in which she points out that each one hears what he hears because
of his inner being and "So whether it be Rune,/Or whether it be none/Is
of within."
own lives.

We understand her life and her poetry by reflecting upon our
Her business was Circumference--meaning everything--things

so common that the average person overlooks them.

She writes in #448

This was a Poet--It is That
Distills amazing sense
From ordinary Meanings-And Attar so immense
From the familiar species
That perished by the Door-We wonder it was not Ourselves
Arrested it--before-Of Pictures, the Discloser-
The Poet--it is He-
Entitles Us--by Contrast-
To ceaseless Poverty-Of Portion--so unconscious-
The Robbing--could not harm
Himself--to Him--a Fortune
Exterior--to Time-This poet, who left 'her letter to the world' to be read posthumously,

"Departed--to the Judgment--/A Mighty Afternoon--/,1190 May 15, 1886.

DOES DEATH LEAD FORWARD TO LIFE or WAIT AT THE END TO ARREST IT?
It is "one of the odd paradoxes of American literature that in the
midst of a supposedly vigorous and expanding culture it should have so
often found its characteristic accent in meditations upon death."

Walt

Whitman and Emily Dickinson are true nineteenth century American poets
in this respect.

Richard Chase observes;"where other poets would be

likely to derive the meaning of life and the origin of imagination from
God (of God manifested in nature) and man's relation to Him, Whitman
1
like Emily Dickinson, receives them from death."
Likewise Authur E. Briggs notes:
Wholly separate from or unconscious of each other they had so
much in common that their differences are often more matters of
degree than of kind . . . . Also for her as for him immortality
was a frequent theme, with a similar conclusion. She was very
skeptical about an after life, but not yielding to the notion
that this world is the end of all. However, immortality is not
something in aftertime, a hereafter, it is now. . . . Or, in
a different mood, I am the term between the eternity of the
past and the immortality of the future, and death is an inci
dent of that continuity.2
While it is true that Emily Dickinson does at times resemble Whitman in
her approach to the question of immortality, which she also calls eter
nity and infinity, she frequently dwells in an abyss of despair and
doubt to which he seldom yields, even in those sections of Leaves of
Grass which are addressed to dying and immortality.

The most meaningful

differe nce in the poetical attitudes of Whitman and Dickinson toward
the existence of life after death, then, is the prevalent and over
whelming tone of doubt revealed in the works of Emily Dickinson.
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Thomas W. Ford in Heaven Beguiles the Tired notes that one discov
ers ambiguity in the poems of Emily Dickinson.

The reader wishing to

prove that Emily believed in immortality can find many poems and letters
that suggest a "positive intimation of immortality" (p. 27).

He later

states that one would be misled to believe those poems reveal her true
feelings about an afterlife.

While she desperately wished to affirm

immortality, she could not, for ". . . her basic feelings about immor
tality were ones of doubt and apprehension" (p. 22).

Furthermore,

"[q]uantitatively, the amount of evidence supporting the view that Emily
Dickinson had great doubt and anxiety regarding immortality is far
larger than that supporting the view that she felt a positive conviction
of an afterlife.

Qualitatively, the poems and letters expressing

anxiety seem to have a truer ring than those expressing certainty and
positive conviction.

Her sense of anxiety and doubt, the view that man

is in a rather precarious position in an unfriendly universe was influen t ia
· 1 in
· shapin
· g the basic contours of h er poetry. 113
Because one cannot, with certainty, know the chronology of Emily
Dickinson's poems, one cannot show any progression or changing attitude
about her "flood" subject.
acceptance
quently. '"4

"Her feelings on immortality ranged from

to doubt, to denial.

Her belief was, indeed, �ltered fre

Whitman, on the other hand, because he published continu

ously, with nine editions of Leaves of Grass, can be analyzed with
respect to his final attitude.

"At once the most personal and impersonal

of modern poets, only rarely does Whitman confess any anxieties that
might belie his progmatic faith that all human contradictions are but
phases of counterpoint in some ultimate music of hope. 115
Leaves of Grass as a single work.

Whitman saw

He once said that when complete the

poems should be a unity in the same sense that the earth or a human body
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or a musical composition is.

Extending the analogy to a human body, in

"So Long!" he writes,"Camerado, this is no book,/who touches this touches
a man,/. • • . It is I you hold and who holds you./ 116

In such a vein

Triggs writes of Leaves of Grass:
The volume is better understood perhaps when considered as a
growth and or related to the author's own life process. Its
successive stages have the vital rather than the mechanical
connection. Whitman himself always spoke of his poems as
"leaves." There was, then, the seed purport of 1855. Succeed
ing editions have the character of expansive growths, like
rings of a tree, or like a stag's antlers, or like the evolu
tion of one's own being. Each edition has identity with every
other edition, the same central heart, yet each is cumulative.
The very form is vital, like the fibers of growing things, admit
ting of substitution, adjustment, or extension. Lines and poems
were added, subtracted, or reshaped as the author's own life
purpose was fulfilled. I know of no other poem that exhibits
such fidelity to the history of a human soul.7
With this structural guide in mind one can safely ascertain that Walt
Whitman did finally continue his initial affirmation of immortality.
Admittedly, the immortality he acknowledged may not have been the conven
tional, religious notion of Heaven.
Whitman's Leaves of Grass begins with an acknowledgement that he
will sing of a War--'a longer and greater one than any'--the war of life
and death, good and evil, sorrow and gladness, negation and affirmation:
Waged in my book with varying fortune, with flight, advance and
retreat, victory deferr'd and wavering,
(Yet methinks certain, or as good as certain, at the last,) the
field the/world,
For life and death, for the Body and for the eternal Soul. • • •
(p. 5 & 6).
In this song for the eternal soul, Whitman also struggles with doubt.
Initially, however, he sings songs of affirmation.

He exhibits a

cosmic consciousness which Karl Shapiro describes as
• • a sense of identification with the universe, an intellec
tual enlightenment or illumination which may last only briefly
but which . . • places the individual on a new plane of
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existence . • . . the man of cosmic consciousness is in effect a
member of a new species of the race. He is characterized by a state
of moral exaltation, enhanced by intellectual power, a feeling of
elevation, elation, and joyousness and a combination of immortality.
To the mystic . . . the world and universe are indeed paradise.
all things are purposeful, innately and extrinsically perfect.8
Whitman saw the unity and expressed his identification with all of creation
and his belief in an everlasting life with these lines:
Was somebody asking to see the soul?
See, your own shape and countenance, persons, substances, breasts,
the trees, the running rivers, the rocks and sands.
All hold spiritual joys and afterwards loosen them;
How can the real body ever die and be buried? (p. 20)
In "To Think of Time" Whitman suggests that immortality is now.
I swear I think there is nothing but immortality!
That the exquisite scheme is for it, and the nebulous float is for
it, and the cohering is for it!
And all preparation is for it--and identity is for it--and life and
materials are altogether for it! (p. 308)
Likewise, Dickinson could infrequently share the assurance of a type
of immortality with the persons of cosmic consciousness, for a few of her
poems entertain the thought that the present is immortality or paradise.
In poem #1684 she says:
The Blunder is in estimate.
Eternity is there
We say, as of a Station-
Meanwhile he is so near
He joins me in my Ramble-
Divides abode with me-No Friend have I that so persists
As this Eternity.9
Again in #624 she muses:
Forever--is composed of Nows-
'Tis not a different time-
Except for Infiniteness-And Latitude of Horne-From this--experienced Here-
Remove the Dates--to These-Let Months dissolve in further Months
And Years--exhale in Years--
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Without Debate--or Pause-
Or Celebrated Days-No different Our Years would be
From Anno Domini's-Hence sheqonceives of immortality as a timeless distance of continued
identity.

Immortality will extend the same life she is living except she

will not be haunted by time.

For one who deems himself happy, (as the

cosmic conscious) this is a blessed Thought, but for one who feels pain in
living, it is less than desired.

As she so says in #1408:

The Fact that Earth is Heaven-
Whether Heaven is Heaven or not
If not an Affidavit
Of that specific Spot
Not only must confirm us
That it is not for us
But that it would affront us
To dwell in such a place-The last stanza of #1295 states:
To die is not to go-On Doom's consummate Chart
No Territory new is staked-
Remain thou as thou art.
And again in #1689:
Let change transfuse all other Traits
Enact all other Blame
But deign this least certificate-
That thou shalt be the same.

Here, again, Dickinson suggests that immortality will not change our
identity or our being.

We will simply enter a different phase--perhaps

of a different outlook or mental state, as #370 says:
Heaven is so far of the Mind
That were the Mind dissolved-
The Site--of it--by Architect
Could not again be proved-'Tis vast--as our Capacity-
As fair--as our idea-To Him of adequate desire
No further 'tis, than Here--
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This poem suggests that inunortality is in the mind of the person contem
plating the idea and if one needs the idea of an immortality badly enough,
he will arrive at a definition sufficient unto him.

Her desire seems to

have been less adequate than Whitman's because she could never arrive at
an acceptable concept of immortality.

Nevertheless, she acknowledges in

#679 that the idea of an immortality is something that never leaves her
and that she never tires of.

She wonders in the last stanza if this

problem exists for others:
Conscious am I in my Chamber
Of a shapeless friend-He doth not attest by Posture-
Nor Confirm--by Word-Neither Place--need I present Him-
Fitter Courtesy
Hospitable intuition
Of His Cornpany-Presence--is his furthest license-
Neither He to Me
Nor Myself to Him--by Accent-
Forfeit Probity-Weariness of Hirn, were quainter
Than Monotony
Knew a Particle--of Space's
Vast Society-Neither if He visit Other-
Do He dwell--or Nay--know I-
But Instinct esteem Him
Immortality-Whitman reveals his cosmic consciousness with his statement of complete
identification with the reader.

"And What I Assume you shall assume,/For

every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you" (p. 25).

He goes on

to claim that he is the poet of Body and Soul; of the pleasures of Heaven
and of the pains in Hell; of the woman and of the man; of goodness and of
wickedness.

Encompassing all things, he assumes the identity of each:
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"Whoever degrades another degrades me,/And whatever is done or said
returns at last to me" (p. 41).

He repeats the thought "I do not ask

the wounded person how he feels, I myself become/the wounded person"
(p. 52).

Because Whitman had this cosmic consciousness, he upheld that

life and death are equal parts of our larger being of eternal identity.
Whitman was a poet who reveled in eternal personal identity.

He

writes in "To Think of Time":
It is not to diffuse you that you were born of your mother and
father,/it is to identify you,
It is not that you should be undecided, but that you should be
decided,
Something long preparing and formless is arrived and form'd in you,
You are henceforth secure, whatever comes or goes. (p. 306)
and in a later passage, "And I have dream'd that the purpose and essence
of the known life,/the transient,/Is to form and decide identity for the
unknown life, the permanent" (p. 307).
Concerning the importance of self-identity, Emily Dickinson parallels
Whitman's train of thought in #789:
On a Columnar Self-
How ample to rely
In Tumult--or Extremity-How good the Certainty
That Lever cannot pry-And Wedge cannot divide
Conviction--That Granitic Base-
Though None be on our Side-Suffice Us--for a Crowd-
Ourself--and Rectitude-And that Assembly--not far off
From Furthest Spirit--God-Dickinson further pondered the thought that the everlasting life of
an individual might be that person's identity as remembered by friends and
relatives and that one's effect or influence on another's life would then
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be passed on to others by the lives of those remembering through the ages.
In #809 she states:
Unable are the Loved to die
For Love is Immortality,
Nay, it is Deity-Unable they that love--to die
For Love reforms Vitality
Into Divinity.
Once more in #419 she suggests that love is immortality.
Love is like Life--merely longer
Love is like Death during the Grave
Love is the Fellow of the Resurrection
Scooping up the Dust and chanting "Live"!
Seeing a friend's name on a list of deceased, she reaffirms that her
rememberance of him is an immortality for the dead.
He lived the Life of Ambush
And went the way of Dusk
And now against his subtle name
There stands an asterisk
As confident of him as we-
Impregnable we are-The whole of Immortality intrenched within a star-That immortality can be the love and friendship remembered by one still
Whitman
living/suggests in "Ashes of Soldiers" as he thinks back to the days of
the Civil War, and he remembers those who died in his care.
Dearest comrades, all is over and long gone.
But love is not over--and what love, 0 Comrades
Perfume from battle fields rising up from
the foetor arising. (p. 341)
One gone can even be present in memory as he says in "As If A Phantom
Caress'd Me," "I thought I was not alone walking here by the shore;/But
the one I thought was with me as now I walk by the shore, the one I loved
that caress'd me.

." (p. 312).

Whitman goes on in "Quicksand Years"

Only the theme I sing, the great and strong-possess'd soul, eludes
not,
One's-self must never give way--that is the final substance--that
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out of all is sure,
Out of politics, triumphs, battles, life, what at last finally
remains?
When shows break up what but One's-Self is sure? (p. 313)
In "To Think of Time" similarly he asserts "You are not thrown to the
winds, you gather certainly and safely around yourself,/Yourself! your
self! yourself, for ever and ever! (p. 306).
In "Prayer of Columbus" the old explorer tired and homesick has a
vision of the future which softens his sorrow--He realizes his contribution to Time and sees that he will be remembered throughout the ages.
And these things I see suddenly, what mean they?
As if some miracle, some hand divine unseal'd my eyes,
Shadowy vast shapes smile through the air and sky,
And on the distant waves sail countless ships,
And anthems in new tongues I hear saluting me. (p. 296)
Perhaps the most familiar of Whitman I s poems is a testimonial to the idea
that immortality is remembrances passed down through the ages.
Lilacs Last In The Dooryard Bloomed" suggests this cycle:

"When

"I mourned,

and yet shall mourn with ever-returning spring. . . . And thought of him
I love" (p. 231).

Not only has this poem an immortality for the fallen

star, President Lincoln, but also for the mourning author, Whitman.

The

central images of the poem, as every student of American Literature has
learned through the past century, are the Lilac, the drooping star in
the west and the thrush--events of an ever-returning spring which are
indictive of another kind of immortality that Whitman celebrates fre
quently--that of the cyclic, organic evolution.
This thought of organic cycles begins early in his Leaves with the
"Song of Myself."

A child

questions "What is the grass?" (p. 28).

poet responds with
And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves.
Tenderly will I use you curling grass,
It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men, . . .

The
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It may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon out
of their mothers' laps. . • •
This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers,
Darker than the colorless beards of old men,
Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths. (pp.28-29)
Later ge says "I believe the soggy clods shall become lovers and lamps .
(p. 46).

Maintaining the theme of organic evolution, Whitman, in "As I

Watched a Ploughman Ploughing," sets up an analogy that echoes through
much of his poetry:
As I watch'd the ploughman ploughing,
Or the sower sowing in the fields, or the harvester harvesting,
I saw there too, 0 life and death, your analogies;
(Life, life is the tillage, and Death is the harvest according.)
(p. 316)
Just as a harvest yields food, so death's harvest, decaying matter,
provides food for future life.

The poems dealing concretely with this

thought are less than pleasant, even to the twentieth century reader who
is bombarded with the naturalism and reality of life.

One can understand

how the protected polite society of the nineteenth century found some of
Whitman's poetry ugly, abhorrent, and vulgar.

He questions in "The

Compost," "O how can it be the the ground itself does not sicken? .
Are they not continually putting distemper'd corpses within you?/Is not
every continent work'd over and over with sour dead?"

(p. 260).

As the

poem progresses, he sees the beauty and wonder of nature and revels in it,
never forgetting that the fertility comes from decaying matter.

He

marvels at the grass, grain, fruit, flowers, vegetables, the winds and
waters, and animal life and closes with the summation that the earth is
calm and patient, for
It grows such sweet things out of such corruptions,
It turns harmless and stainless on its axis, with such endless
successions of diseas'd corpses,
It distills such exquisite winds out of such infused fetor,
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It renews with such unwitting looks its prodigal, annual, sumptuous
crops,
It gives such divine materials to men, and accepts such leavings
from them at last. (p. 261)
In "Pensive on Her Dead Gazing" a mother country is personified and calls
to the earth after a civil war battle ends,
My dead absorb or South or North--my young men's bodies absorb,
and their precious precious blood,
Which holding in trust for me faithfully back again give me many a
year hence,
In unseen essence and odor of surface and grass, centuries hence,
In blowing airs from the fields back again give me my darlings, give
my immortal heroes,
Exhale me them centuries hence, breathe me their breath, let not an
atom be lost,
0 years and graves! O air and soil! O my dead, an aroma sweet!
Exhale them perennial sweet death, years, centuries hence. (p. 345)
These lines he wrote as reassurances to those he questioned, "Have you
guess'd you yourself would not continue?/Have you dreaded these earth
beetles?/Have you fear'd the future would be nothing to you?" (p. 304).
Echoing Whitman in a few of her poems, Emily Dickinson sometimes
hints that immortality may simply be the evolution of organic life through
the process of decay--reminiscient of "The Compost."

She closes t/290

having celebrated the beauty of the Northern Lights, speculating that
My Splendors, are Menagerie-
But their Completeless Show
Will entertain the Centuries
When I am long ago,
An Island in dishonored Grass-
Whom none but Beetles--know.
In #671, there is the suggestion that the organic matter of the dead
yields flowers-She dwelleth in the Ground-
Where Daffodils--abide-Her Maker--Her Metropolis-
The Universe--Her Maid--
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To fetch Her Grace--and Hue-
And Fairness--and Renown-The F'irmaments--To Pluck Her-
And fetch Her Thee--be mine-Again calling to mind that the beauty of Nature thrives on the
organic fertilizer provided by decaying matter, she writes in #749
Wastes of Lives--resown with Colors
By succeeding springs-Death--unto itself--Exception
Is exempt--from change.
In #1047, she attempts an analogy of human mortal life and a flower's
seed--both must die before the final life or blossom is realized:
The Opening and the Close
Of Being are alike
Or differ, if they do
As Bloom upon a stalk
That from an equal Seed
Unto an equal Bud
Go parallel, perfected
In that they have decayed.
Acknowledging the cycle of life and death in #813, she writes
This quiet Dust was Gentlemen and Ladies
And Lads and Girls-Was laughter and ability and Sighing
And Frocks and Curls.
This Passive place a Summer's nimble mansion
Where Bloom and Bees
Exists an Oriental Circuit
Then cease, like these-Dickinson's reference to the Oriental Circuit brings one to a
consideration of the other kind of evolution these poets dealt with-
spiritual evolution.

Cowley states in "Hindu Mysticism and Whitman's

'Song of Myself'" that "Immortality for Whitman took the form of metem
psychosis, and he believed that every individual will be reborn, usually,
but not always in a higher form. . . . The double process of evolution,
natural and spiritual, can be traced for ages into the past, and he
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believed that it will continue for ages and beyond ages.

Still it is not

an eternal process since it has an ultimate goal which appears to be the
reabsorption of all things into the Divine Ground.1110
The bulk of Whitman's poetry deals with this continual cycle of
rebirths.

Early in "Song of Myself" in trying to ". . . translate the

hints about the dead young men and women, and the hints about old men
and mothers, and the offspring taken soon out of their laps," he asserts:
They are alive and well somewhere,
The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,
And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at
the end to arrest it,
And ceas'd the moment life appear'd.
All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,
And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.
(p. 29)
He wonders about his previous lives when singing his relation to the
animals who ". .
II

do not sweat and whine about their condition," or

lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins," thereby making

him ".

sick discussing their duty to God" (p. 47).

He muses "I

wonder where they get those tokens,/Did I pass that way huge times ago
and negli'gently drop them.?" (p. 47).

He addresses Life and ". . . the

leavings of many deaths," and muses "(No doubt I have died myself ten
thousand times before)" (p. 67).
In word s of affirming God in all things and, thereby, affirming
immortality as a continuing experience, he says,
Why should I wish to see God better than this day?
I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each
moment then,
In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the
glass,
find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign'cl
by God's name,
And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe'er I go
Others will punctually come for ever and ever. (p. 66)
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He sings with faith, "Believing I shall come again upon the earth after
five thousand years .

'' (p. 60).

for the continuity of life he sees.

This belief can also be the basis
In "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" he

addresses future generations marveling at " . . . the ties between me and
them," and "
(p • 116).

. . the similitudes of the past and those of the future .

In "Unseen Buds;' using the literal sense of natural growth,

he symbolizes the human continuity in Time.

New buds or souls are always

germinating while old souls wait behind their turn to blossom once again.
Unseen buds, infinite, hidden well,
Under the snow and ice, under the darkness, in every square or
cubic inch,
Germinal, exquisite, in delicate lace, microscopic, unborn,
Like babes in wombs, latent, folded, compact, sleeping;
Billions of billions, and trillions of trillions of them waiting,
(On earth and in the sea--the universe--the stars there in the
heavens,)
Urging slowly, surely forward, forming endless,
And waiting ever more, forever more behind. (p. 384)
The cont inuity of the life - death cycle is the theme of "O Living Always,
Always Dying" sung with affirmation of immortality:
0
0
0
0
0

living always, always dying!
the burials of me past and present,
me while I stride ahead, material, visible, imperious as ever;
me, what I was for years, now dead, (I lament not, I am content;)
to disengage myself from those corpses of me, which I turn and
look at where I cast them,
To pass on, (0 living! always living!) and leave the corpses behind.
(p. 314)
With the definite imagery and vocabulary of Eastern mysticism, Whitman
closes "So Long" with his characteristic, optimistic, positive tone:
I feel like one who has done work for the day to retire awhile,
I receive now again of my many translations, from my avataras
ascending, while others doubtless await me,
An unknown sphere more real than I dream'd, more direct, darts
awakening rays about me, So long!
Remember my words, I may again return,
I love you, I depart from materials,
I am as one disembodied, triumphant, dead. (p. 350)

"
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In "Passage To India" he states with simplicity the major theme of
all his work: "For what is the present after all but a growth out of the
past?/(As a projectile form'd, impell'd, by the past) (p. 288).

In "A

Persian Lesson," he writes:
It is the central urge in every atom,
(Often unconscious, often evil, downfallen,)
To return to its divine source and origin, however distant,
Latent the same in subject and in object, without one exception.
Studying the many accomplishments of man in technology and knowledge,
Whitman sees man's work accomplished--God's purpose from the first--the
earth spanned and the races combined into one Humanity, welding the lands
together (p. 289).

He then envisions God's purpose for his individual

soul--"What cheerful willingness for others' sake to give up all?
others' sake to suffer all?" (p. 293).

For

And he launches his soul on a

spiritual journey, looking forward to attaining his goal "As filled with
friendship, love complete, the Elder Brother found,/The Younger melts in
fondness in his arms'' (p. 293).

He begins his journey fearlessly for he

feels secure in his knowledge they are all "the seas of God" (p. 294).
This im age of the reunion of brothers, of mankind and Christ, reminds
one of the hope expressed in some of Dickinson's poetry that immortality
will be a time of reunion with loved ones or with a Heavenly Father who
will explcJ,in the suffering of this life.
the answer of the problems of life ev l'I. · h
u io
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In l/193, she looks forward to
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I shall know why--when Time is over-
And I have ceased to wand r why-Christ will explain each separate anguish
In the fair schoolroom of the sky-He will tell me what "Peter" promised-
And I--for wonder at his woe-I shall forget the drop of Anguish
That scalds me now--that scalds me now!

hat h t
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In #174 she believes she will know what God's purpose for her life had
been-At last, to be identified!
At last, the lamps upon thy side
The rest of Life to see!
Past Midnight!
Past the Morning Star!
Past Sunrise!
Ah, What leagues there were
Between our feet, and Day!
She will learn the reason for death that now only the Dead know.

In

#104, she concludes, "Why, I have lost, the people know/Who dressed in
frocks of purest snow/Went home a century ago/Next Bliss!"

She will be

given the Grace to see, for she believes that ''Not 'Revelation'--tis-
that waits,/But our unfurnished eye."

In #1383, she anticipates knowledge:

"The embers of a Thousand Years/Uncovered by the Hand/That fondled them
when they were Fire/Will stir and understand--"
In addition to understanding God's plan, she will experience a
reunion with those stolen from her by death.
The Grave yields back her Robberies-
The Years, our pilfered Things-
Bright Knots of Apparitions
Salute us, with their wings-As we--it were--that perished-Themself--had just remained till we rejoin them-
And 'twas they, and not ourself
That mourned. (#607)
Again the thought of reunion makes dying less fearful:
And when this World--sets further back-
As Dying--say it does-The former love--distincter grows-
And supersedes the fresh-And Thought of them--so fair invites-
It looks too tawdry Grace
To stay behind--with just the Toys
We bought--to ease their place--(#610)
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The idea of reunion makes living bearable.

The poet writes in #1001:

"The Stimulus, beyond the Grave/His Countenance to see/Supports me like
imperial Drams/Afforded Day by Day."

Reunion in immortality is also

intimated in #1078.
The Bustle in a House
The Morning after Death
Is solemnest of industries
Enacted upon Earth-The Sweeping up the Heart
And putting Love away
We shall not want to use again
Until Eternity.
However, there are times when she writes of immortality with certitude
and without the pleasantries of reunion.

In /11599, she states, "No

vacillating God/Ignited the Abode/To put it out--."

She makes this

positive observation recognizing that she cannot know God's purpose.
Again with assurance she writes, "I never spoke with God/Nor visited in
Heaven--/Yet certain am I of the spot/As if the Checks were given-- "
(//1052) . She finds the thought invigorating "That We've immortal Place/
Though Pyramids decay/And Kingdoms, like the Orchard/Flit Russetly away"
(//946). In 11153 she affirms resurrection with "Christ robs the Nest--/
Robin after Robin/Smuggled to Rest!" and again in /1194 with "The quiet
nonchalance of death--/No Daybreak--can bestir--/The slow--Archangel's
syllables?

Must awaken her!"

In //976, she offers proof of the immortal

spirit:
Death is a Dialogue between
The Spirit and the Dust.
·
"Disso
1ve " says Death--The Spirit "Sir
I have another Trust"
Death doubts it--Argues from the Ground-
The Spirit turns away
Just laying off for evidence
An Overcoat of Clay.
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In #726, she ponders if thirst in our life "

. . intimates the finer

want--/Whose adequate supply/Is that Great Water in the West--/Termed
Immortality--."

Extending this idea that immortality is fulfillment or

total happiness, she states that ". . . On High/Affliction [is] but a
Speculation--And Woe/A Fallacy, a Figment, We knew--" (#1040).

Still

writing with words of affirmation, but heavily laced with sarcasm
reminiscent of her many poems of doubt, Emily Dickinson corrupts the
biblical passage, "In My Father's house are many mansions," with the
facetious poem #61:
Papa above!
Regard a Mouse
O'erpowered by the Cat!
Reserve within thy kingdom
A "Mansion" for the Rat!
Snug in seraphic Cupboards
To nibble all the day,
While unsuspecting Cycles
Wheel solemnly away!
Also with sarcasm she hints that the knowledge and fulfillment to be
gained in immortality are of no interest to her.

They are of no help to

her now.
I reason, that in Heaven-
Somehow, it will be even-
Some new Equation, given-
But, what of that? (#301)
That doubt is a human condition and an impediment in trying to answer
the Riddle of Life is a tenet revealed in much of Dickinson's poetry.
She would have liked to have believed that there is a paradise, a
continuance of life, to make this existence's meaning clear, but there
always loomed the possibility that after-life doesn't exist.

This thought

is expressed in poem #501, which exhibits many characteristics of her
poetry dealing with doubt:
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This World is not Conclusion.
A Species stands beyond-
Invisible, as Music-But positive, as Sound-It becko ns, and it baffles-
Philosophy--don't know-And through a Riddle, at the last-
Sagacity, must go-To guess it, puzzles scholars-
To gain it, Men have borne
Contempt of Generations
And Crucifixion, shown-Faith slips--and laughs, and rallies-
Blushes, if any see-Plucks at a twig of Evidence-
And asks a Vane, the way-Much Gesture, from the Pulpit-
Strong Hallelujahs roll-
Narcotics cannot still the Tooth
That nibbles at the soul-As in this poem, she frequently begins a poem by making a statement that
seems doctrinally supportative of a Christian belief in immortality only
to reverse herself in later lines or stanzas with sarcasm, irony, or the
small subjunctive "if."

In this poem she began with a positive statement

expressing belief in another world where life continues.

However, "after

the firm statement of her faith her position is qualified by the indefi
Her comparison of immortality with music increases
11
the doubt, for invisible and intangible sounds are hardly proof."
nite term 'species.'

She continues the poem with images of weakness and instability--faith's
embarrassment at floundering, a twig which certainly cannot support much
and a vane which blows about in the wind and follows whichever current
happens to be strongest at the moment.

She ends the poem comparing doubt

to the pain of a toothache--an unpleasant thought made more grim by the
fact that no drug could lessen the discomfort.
Taking one of her favorite analogies of thirst and drink to the
longing for salvation and heaven, she says that the expectation of
"[h]eaven beguiles the tired;" however, as water placates one's thirst so
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"[h]eaven to us, if true" (1/121).
doubt.

The final subjunctive mood shows her

Likewise in #250, contemplating an all-powerful God, she again

makes her positive statement only to negate it with the questioning,
last two words:
So trust him, Comrade-You for you, and I, for you and me
Eternity is ample,
And quick enough, if true.
In a similar fashion, she complains of the inaccessibility of God and the
difficulty children must have relating to him:
"Many Mansions;" by "his Father,"
know him; snugly built!
Could the Children find the way there-
Some, would even trudge tonight! (#127)

.! don't

Reminding the reader that to doubt is human, she echoes the thought that
"We who saw the launching/Never Sailed the Bay!"

(1/43) .

She pleads, like

the apostle Thomas, "Show me" in f/185:
"Faith is a fine invention
When Gentlemen can see-
But Microscopes are prudent
In an Emergency.
Carrying forth this idea that many humans lack faith and can only believe
what they have experienced and know or what has been related by one who
has had a proven experience, Emily Dickinson promises to bring proof of
immortality--if there is any life after this one.

The last stanzas of

f/827 state:

The Only One I meet
Is God--The Only Street-
Existence--This traversed
If Other News there be-
Or Admirabler Show-
I'll tell it You-Lamenting that we cannot prove immortality, she quips in #1511, "Of
Paradise' existence/All we know/Is the uncertain certainty--."

She
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resents the silence that meets her inquiries.

In #338, she begins with

a positive, yet pouting tone:
I know that He exists.
Somewhere--in Silence-
He has hid his rare life
From our gross eyes.
'Tis
'Tis
Just
Earn

an instant's play.
a fond Ambush-
to make Bliss
her own surpYise!

Then her positive tone turns to doubt and her affirmation of a silent,
jesting God chills as she realizes that maybe the silence means absence
or nonchalance:
But--should the play
Prove piercing earnest-
Should the glee--glaze-
In Death's--stiff--stare-Would not the fun
Look too expensive!
Would not the jest-
Have crawled too far!
Simply, what if death is all.

The silence that greets our questioning,

floundering search causes her to wonder about life's pattern and purpose.
Her use of the word 'crawled' in the last line suggests animal or insect,
and in one of her most sarcastic and chillingly horrible poems, she
pictures God as a spider who sews the woof of life in darkness--not
seeing what he does.

The material he uses is spotless and has no design,

and she cannot tell if it is a pretty dress fit for a lady or an ugly
shroud for a monster, for only God knows and he tells no one.

This, she

reasons, is like the face of immortality--we can know of its abstract
characteristics only by seeing the concrete--which are not at all
revealing.

All we can see of immortality is death, the only certainty.
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A Spider sewed at Night
Without a Light
Upon an Arc of White.
If Ruff it was of Dame
Or Shroud of Gnome
Himself himself inform.
Of Immortality
His Strategy
Was Physiognomy.
Another poem which has a sacrilegious tone in comparing God to animal is
#1317 in which she recounts the biblical story of Abraham and Issac.

She

disapproves of a God who would make such an unreasonable request and
shows the disapproval by choosing words which suggest arrogance and
oppressive, arbitrary rule.

She closes with an insult to such a Creator,

"Moral--with a Mastiff/Manners may prevail."

She has no desire for union

with One who expects polite subservience to unreasonable rules and
requests.

Continuing her unpleasant portrayal of her Maker, she wrote

another blatantly insulting poem, questioning the meaning of the grave
and death:
Drab Habitation of Whom?
Tabernacle or Tomb-Or Dome of Worm-Or Porch of Gnome-Or some Elf's Catacomb?
She asks does the grave house a divine particle as does a tabernacle, or
does it merely contain a dead body--food for worms?

Or is it the home of

a legendary old man who keeps the treasures of the earth?

In #1144, the

poet summarizes the doubt that we all experience about what comes after
death.

She believes that it is this mystery to which we have no clue

which undermines any faith or assurance we can hold about the existence
of anything beyond death.
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Ourselves we do inter with sweet derision.
The channel of the dust who once achieves
Invalidates the balm of that religion
That doubts as fervently as it believes.
She shows her resentment at the lack of assurance of immortality as she
contemplates the analogy of the caterpillar's cocoon and his development
into a single butterfly with the metamorphosis of the soul into immortality.
She becomes indignant at the lack of confirmation of her comparison, and
complains:
So I must baffle at the Hint
And cipher at the Sign
And make much blunder, if at last
I take the clue divine-- (#1099)
In disgust and defeat she questions, "Is Immortality a bane/That men are
so oppressed?" (//1164)
In contrast to Dickinson's quantity of poetry expressing skepticism
about immortality, Whitman has almost none.

Whereas

she frequently began

poems in an affirmative tone only to negate it in a few closing lines or
words, Whitman seldom maintained a depressed or neg-tive attitude through
out a whole poem.

In "Of the Terrible Doubt of Appearances," he writes

of his questioning attitude about af�er-life:
Of the terrible doubt of appearances,
Of the uncertainty after all, that we may be deluded,
That may-be reliance and hope are but speculations after all,
That may-be identity beyond the grave is a beautiful fable only,
I cannot answer the question of appearances or that of identity
beyond the grave, " (p. 88)
However, he soothes his doubt with the fact of human friendship and love.
But I walk or sit indifferent, I am satisfied,
He a hold of my hand has completely satisfied me. (p. 89)
In "As I Ebb'd With The Ocean of Life," he seems to share Dickinson's
view of a creation without plan, pattern, or purpose, and doubts because
he feels adrift:

. /Boy'd hither from many moods, one contradicting another,
./Up just as much out of fathomless workings fermented and thrown,
./We, capricious, brought hither we know not whence, spread out
before you,
You up there walking or sitting,
Whoever you are, we too lie in drifts at your feet. (p. 186)
Comtemplating a lack of identity, the fact that the dead might only be
fertilizer for organic life, he confesses:
Yet, yet, ye downcast hours, I know ye also,
Weights of lead, how ye clog and cling at my ankles,
Earth to a chamber of mourning turns--I hear the o'erweening, mock
ing voice,
Matter _is_ conqueror--matter, triumphant _ only, continues_ onward.
(pp. 311-312)
In "Thought," Whitman reiterates the possibility that matter is the only
continuance with the question,"Is only matter triumphant?" (p. 316).

The

poet, usually writing that love and life affirm eternal identity, admits
that he fears the pain and problems of aging may be reflected in his
poetry:
As I sit writing here, sick and grown old,
Not my least burden is that dulness of the years, querilities,
Ungracious glooms, aches, lethargy, constipation, whimpering ennui,
May filter in my daily songs. (p. 352)
However, though Whitman has moments when his faith slips and when he allows
himself to question the purpose of man, he does not allow himself to
become mired in this moment of doubt because he believes this state to
be characteristic of universal man; therefore, he recognizes that doubt
is normal and he reaffirms the brotherhood of humanity.

In a poem entitled

"Life," he reflects on this common trait:
Ever the undiscouraged, resolute, struggling soul of man;
(Have former armies fail'd? then we send fresh armies--and fresh
again;)
Ever the grappled mystery of all earth's ages old or new;
Ever the eager eyes, hurrahs, the welcome-clapping hands, the loud
applause;
Ever the soul dissatisfied, curious, unconvinc'd at last;
Struggling to-day the same--battling the same. (p. 362)
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Recognizing that the certain answer remains forever hidden in this life,
he acknowledges in "Life and Death" that:
The two old, simple problems ever intertwined,
Close home, elusive, present, baffled, grappled.
By each successive age insoluble, pass'd on,
(p. 364)
To ours to-day--and we pass on the same.
Thus the poet rebalances and denies doubt or despair to be the tone of
his Leaves because he, even in this momentary doubt, is able to see the
principle of unity in all things and hence, to maintain the cosmic
consciousness:
One thought ever at the fore-That in the Divine Ship, the World, breasting Time and Space,
All Peoples of the globe together sail, sail the same voyage, are
bound to the same destination. (p. 386)
Whereas Walt Whitman always buoyed himself with his thoughts of
continuity and his recognition of the present as a growth out of the
past, Emily Dickinson had no such overview and her desire for the proof
of immortality and a certain answer about the nature and purpose of a
creator met with continued frustration.

She had not the democratic faith

of .. Whitman and saw most of her friends as having received a grace and a
certitude denied her.

In resignation, she seems to reveal through her

poetry her conclusion that denunciation is more rewarding to her than
doubt, and in #1751, she expresses this resignation with a vow to cease
her quest.
There comes an hour when begging stops,
When the long interceding lips
Perceive their prayer is vain.
"Thou shalt not: is a kinder sword"
Than from a disappointing God
"Disciple, call again."
In a fine poem that registers her despair at her failure to accept the
hints that her friends and family had founded their faiths on, she accepts
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her separation from God.

She will continue to live with no outward

appearance of her soul's fatal wound, but in death, all will see her
isolation:
A great Hope fell
You heard no noise
The Ruin was within
Oh cunning wreck that told no tale
And let no Witness in
The mind was built for mighty Freight
For dread occasion planned
How often foundering at Sea
Ostensible, on Land
A not admitting of the wound
Until it grew so wide
That all my Life had entered it
And there were troughs beside
A closing of the simple lid
That opened to the sun
Until the tender Carpenter
Perpetual nail it down-- (#1123)
Seeing so many of her family and friends respond to the call of the
evangelical awakening when she was unable to do so caused her great
suffering.

She began to wonder if she were lacking in something they

possessed.

Poem #167 expressed her grief and her desire to share their

certitude:
To learn the Transport by the Pain-
As Blind Men learn the sun!
To die of thirst--suspecting
That Brooks in Meadows run!
To stay the homesick--homesick feet
Upon a foreign shore-Haunted by native lands, the while-
And blue--beloved air!
This is the Sovereign Anguish!
This--the signal woe!
She closes referring to herself as one of " . . . duller scholars/Of the
Mysterious Bard!"

This sense of inferiority expands and she accepts an
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attitude of defeat in #239.
"Heaven"--is what I cannot reach!
The Apple on the Tree-Provided it do hopeless--hand-
That--"Heaven" is--to Me!
In the final stanza God becomes a "conjuror" who teases.
unconcerned with her plight.

He seems

She continues with the id ea of inacces

sibility in #319.
The nearest Dream recedes--unrealized-
The Heaven we chase,
Like the June Bee--before the School Boy,
Invites the Race-Stoops--to an easy Clover-
Dips--evades--teases--deploys-Then--to the Royal Clouds
Lifts his light Pinnace-Heedless of the Boy-
Staring--bewildered--at the mocking sky-
Homesick for steadfast Honey-Ah, the Bee flies not
That brews that rare variety!
Constantly confronted with disappointment and despair, she begins to
place blame.

In #1163, she denies that God is Perfection:

God made no act without a cause,
Nor heart without an aim,
Our inference is premature,
Our premises to blame.

She begins to blame God instead of herself since He is Creator and, there
fore, is responsible for the way she is.

In #1270, she asserts her

innocence, while expressing her despair:
Is Heaven a Physician?
They say that He can heal-
But Medicine Posthumous
Is unavailable-They speak of what we owe-
But that negotiation
I'm not a Party to-In #1461, the poet takes on a smug, sarcastic tone:
"Heavenly Father"--take to thee
The supreme iniquity
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Fashioned by the candid Hand
In a moment contraband-Though to trust us--seem to us
More respectful--"We are Dust"-
We apologize to thee
For thine own Duplicity-Echoing this tone and theme is #1601:
Of God we ask one favor,
That we may be forgiven-For what, he is presumed to know-
The Crime, form us, is hidden-She almost whines, "Why blame us for being what You made us?"
In #1551, she asserts that believing what cannot be seen is impossible to an imperfection such as man.

God is dead.

Those--dying then,
Knew where they went-They went to God's Right Hand-
That Hand is amputated now
And God cannot be found-The abdication of Belief
Makes the Behavior small-
Better an ignis fatuus
Than no illume at all-Having convinced herself that God is not Perfection, Omniscience, or
Omnipresence, she begins to attribute unpleasant human characteristics
to Him.

In observing Nature, she sees a cruel God, who ignores innocence.

Apparently with no surprise
To any happy Flower
The Frost beheads it at its play-
In accidental power-The blonde Assassin Passes on-
The Sun proceeds unmoved
To measure off another Day
For an Approving God.
In heavy sarcasm and blatant disrespect, she writes of God's request of
Abraham to kill his only son--a gift in his old age.
spared because

The son, Issac, was
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Not a hesitation-
Abraham complied-
Flattered by Obeisance
Tyrranny demurred-Emily Dickinson sees God as unreasonable in asking mankind to travel in
ignorance and darkness, unequipped for a journey.

In #1652, she is

resentful that one must experience death in ignorance.
Advance is Life's condition
The Grave but a Relay
Supposed to be a terminus
That makes it hated so-The Tunnel is not lighted
Existence with a wall
Is better we consider
Than not exist at all-She would rather know that death was the total end of life than be asked
to believe that life goes on endlessly, but be given no certain knowledge
of what that existence is like.

In #1656, she draws an analogy frequently

used by Whitman of the voyage of a ship with the journey of a soul
through Eternity.

She again shows frustration that the soul is not

equipped with certitude:
Down Time's quaint stream
Without an oar
We are enforced to sail
Our Port a secret
Our Perchance a Gale
What Skipper would
Incur the Risk
What Buccaneer would ride
Without a surety from the Wind
Or schedule of the Tide-In addition to being unreasonable in His request of us, God is
jealous of our attachment to others:
God is indeed a jealous God-
He cannot bear to see
That we had rather not with Him
But with each other play. (#1719)
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God is unconcerned with His creation:
Of Course--I prayed-
And did God Care?
He cared as much as on the Air
A Bird--had stamped her foot-And cried "Give Me"-- . . . (//376)
God is untruthful.

Emily Dickinson says

in #476 that the Ages and

Judgment were both amused at her trust in God's promise.

They were amazed

That one so honest--be extent-It take the Tale for true-That "Whatsoever Ye shall ask-Itself be given You"-But I, grown shrewder--scan the Skies
With a suspicious Air-As Children--swindled for the first
All Swindlers--be--infer-Remembering all her disappointments and denied petitions, she turns to
total denunciation.

In #1503 she reveals her total despair:

More than the Grave is closed to me-
The Grave and that Eternity
To which the Grave adheres-I cling to nowhere till I fall-
The Crash of nothing, yet of all-
How similar appears-Therefore, in despair and denunciation of an afterlife, Emily
Dickinson chooses to accept that part of Death that she can see as the
absolute--the total cessation of all function--Nothingness.
poems deal with the concreteness of death.

Many of her

In #182, she speaks of being

silenced in death because she cannot speak "[w'Jith my Granite Lip."

In

#592, she asks, "What care the Dead, for Chanticleer--/What care the Dead
for Day?"

and goes on to discuss the qualities of death with images of

stone and ice.

The beauty of sunrise is lost on them as on a cold, brick

wall; the sun's warmth is lost for their snow can't be melted; the bird's
music is lost because "their Mortised Ear" is deaf; the care of winter
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is lost because they "[t]hemselves as easy freeze--/June Noon--as January
Night--."

One of her most famous poems, #216, gives another image of

stone.
Safe in their Alabaster Chambers-
Untouched by Morning
And untouched by Noon
Sleep the meek members of the Resurrection-
Rafter of satin,
And Roof of stone.
Though the poet mentions resurrection, her images deal only with tomb and
coffin.

The second stanza reminds the reader of the finality of Death

since a bee babbles in a stolid ear and the dead are ignorant of the
music of birds.
In #287, she compares the cessation of life with the stopping of a
clock which " . . • quivered out of Decimals--/Into Degreeless Noon--."
She infers that death is final.

There is no mention of a repair in

another life; in fact, there is just the opposite image given:
It will not stir for Doctors-
This Pendulum of snow-This Shopman importunes it-
While cool--concernless No-Nods from the Gilded pointers-
Nods from the Seconds slim-
Decades of Arrogance between
The Dial life-And Him-In #187, she describes the dead as having a mouth riveted shut by the
steel of death.

The hair is dulled and the fingers are stiff.

busy housewife is now idle.

There is no mention of moving to another

house--the ground suggests finality:
How many
Only the
Try--can
Try--can

The once

times these low feet staggered-
soldered mouth can tell-
you stir the awful rivet-
you lift the hasps of steel!
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Stroke the cool forehead--hot so often-
Lift--if you care--the listless hair-
Handle the adamantine fingers
Never a thimble--:u1ore--shall wear-Recounting all the household chores that are now left undone, the poet
ends the poem with the line, "Indolent Housewife--in Daisies--lain!"
That the grave is the end with no expectation of relief is even more
explicit in #654.
A long--long Sleep--A famous--Sleep-
That makes no show for Morn-By Stretch of Limb--or stir of Lid-
An independent One-Was ever idleness like This?
Upon a Bank of Stone
To bask the Centuries away-
Nor once look up--fcir Noon?
In //465, the famous "I Heard a Fly Buzz When I Died," she facetiously
images her own death and the people attending her as she dies.

The

totality of the darkness of death, symbolizing oblivion, is the image of
the final chilling stanza:
could not see to see--."

"And then the Windows failed--and then/I
Surely the familiar image of the eye as the

window of the soul is not to be ignored here.

Not only is the light of

day not seen through the physical eye, but neither is the Light of God
visible.
In contrast to Dickinson's many references to death as nothingness,
Whitman seldom ignored his cyclic view to suggest that death is the
finality of all.

Three exceptions to his theme of death as a perpetuation

of life are quiet statements lacking the Gothic, obvious images of Death.

·
· ·
In "The Sleepers, " he assumes the identity of a dead person and 1.mag1.n1.ng
himself in a coffin says, "It is dark here under the ground, it is not
evil or pain here, it is blank here, for reason" (p. 299).

In "Twilight,"

acknowledging his old age and approaching death, he refers to dying as
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"A haze--nirwana--rest and night--oblivion" (p. 366).
may be a misconstrued symbol.

The third example

Whitman consistently refers to his soul

as a ship and to immortality as a voyage on unknown seas.

If this

reading be taken in "The Dismantled Ship" then the reference to death as
oblivion is in order.
In some unused lagoon, some nameless bay,
On sluggi8h, lonesome waters, anchor'd near the shore,
An old, dismasted, gray and batter'd ship, disabled, done
After free voyages to all the seas of earth, haul'd up at last and
hawser'd tight
Lies rusting, mouldering.
The reference, of course, could be literal, or it could be to one's
earthly life and old age.

Either way the paucity of Whitman's references

to death as finality and oblivion reveals that he seldom allowed himself
to entertain the doubts that obsessed Dickinson.

He continued to see that

"The Universe is duly in order, every thing is in its place" (p. 302).
The reader almost wants to finish the line with Browning's line from
"Pippa Passes," "God's in his heaven--/All's right with the world."
In contrast to Whitman's 'yea-saying' acceptance of everything being
in order in the universe, Dickinson, havine

searched, studied and

struggled to no av8il, becomes resigned to what she cannot know.

In

#419, she says succintly what her position must be in order to survive
the only life that she can be positive she will have:
We grow accustomed to the Dark-
When Light is put away-As when the Neighbor holds the Lamp
To witness her Goodbye-A Moment--We uncertain step
For newness of the night-
Then--fit our Vision to the Dark-
And meet the Road--erect-And so of larger--darknesses-
Those Evenings of the Brain-When not a Moon disclose a sign-
Or Star--come out--within--
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The Bravest--grope a little-
And sometimes hit a Tree
Directly in the Forehead-But as they learn to see-Either the Darkness alters-
Or something in the sight
Adjusts itself to Midnight-
And Life steps almost straight.
She here states that at last she believes she can learn to live with
suffering--the suffering caused by being denied the thing she most desired,
the certitude of "Where go we--/Go we anywhere/Creation after this?"

(111417).
Cody says that one of Emily Dickinson's recurring themes is ". . .
that sufferi ng evokes creative work, which in turn eases suffering.1112
Poetry was her creative work.

Perhaps she was able to sublimate her

quest for the certainty of an immortality, or heaven, by her writing.
She seems to suggest such a sublimation in the opening stanzas of 11569:
I reckon--when I count at all-
First--Poets--Then the Sun-Then Summer--Then the Heaven of God-
And then--the List is done-But, looking back--the First so seems
To Comprehend the Whole-The Others look a needless Show-
So I write--Poets--All-Hence, the poet becomes a God and poetry is immortality.

Likewise,

Whitman in "Passage to India" has called the poet, "the true son of
God" (p. 291).

Perhaps, then, Dickinson's finai thought on immortality

parallels Whitman's.

In "Full of Life Now," Whitman tells the reader that

he is with him when he reads--hence, the poet achieves an immortality.
He lives though he is dead.
When you read these I that was visible am become invisible,
Now it is you, compact, visible, realizing my poems, seeking me,
Fancying how happy you were if I could be with you and become
your comrade;
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Be it as if I were with you.
with you.) (p. 99)

(Be not too certain but I am now

In the same way, Emily Dickinson saw her poetry as extending her life
beyond this time.

She wrote three simple poems on the power of words.

Number 1212 shows that she believed that words have life:
A word is dead
When it is said,
Some say.
I say it just
Begins to live
That day.
Another, #1261, shows that she was aware of the on-going power of words:
A Word dropped careless on a Page
May stimulate an eye
When folded in perpetual seam
The Wrinkled Maker lie
Infection in the sentence breeds
We may inhale Despair
At distances of Centuries
From the Malaria-The power of words, Emily Dickinson believed, is eternal and changeless.
Poem #1467 verbalizes this belief:
A little overflowing word
That any, hearing, had inferred
For Ardor or for Tears,
Though Generations pass away,
Traditions ripen and decay,
As eloquent appears-Therefore, though Dickinson had not accepted a theory of reincarnation or
a certainty of her soul's journeying to other seas of God, as Whitman
had, she, nevertheles$, believed that she would be remembered by her
words.

She, accordingly, was extremely cautious in her word choices,

as #1126 indicates:
Shall I take thee, the Poet said
To be propounded word?
Be stationed with the Candidates
Till I have finer tried--
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The many variant readings of her poems reveal the care she exercised in
her writing, for she believed her only "Bulletin from Immortality" (t/827)
would be her'letter to the World"--her poetry.

CONCLUSION
The two great American poets of the nineteenth century lived in the
same section of the nation, at the same time,and shared a common theme.
However, their methods of dealing with this theme of death and immor
tality were so different that the scholar of American poetry frequently
has to remind himself that these two were contemporaries.

One claimed

to be the poet of democracy, the poet of America, and he assumed a uni
versal identity.

The other claimed to be a poet of circumference--

by which she probably meant (in 1861) her purpose to encompass
the truth of life, the whole range of human experience . . .

,,1

Yet,

ironically , she withdrew from life and shunned many experiences.
In addition to the fact that they lived at the same time in the same
area of the cou ntry, there are other similarities in their personal
lives.

Each was born into families riddled with emotional instability.

Each was attracted to the parent of the opposite sex.
parental attitude toward a sibling.
remained

Neither ever joined a church.

Both

single, though rumors of unusual love relationships revolve,

unproven, arou nd each one.
matter.

Each assumed a

Both claimed the truth of life as subject

Neither was accepted by his peers as a successful poet.

Each

has gained fame posthumously.
The trait which distinguishes their common subject matter is the
way in whic h it is viewed.

Walsh says that " . . . the one real and

continuing hobgoblin of her life" was " . . . fears about the reality of
the soul's survival. 11 2

Whitman, on the other hand, had no such fear, for

he saw the universe as a cyclic progression of many lives and many deaths
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toward a universal spirit.

"The most convincing assurance of immortality

Whitman can find accompanies the idea that the poet's soul can merge

with the poems and thus outlive the body.113

Emily Dickinson could only

be assured of what she had seen and experienced.
incredulous,/Who witnesses, believes" (#1722).

"Who hears may be
Therefore, Whitman's

poetry is characterized by an affirmative progression toward total
acceptance of all life in all ages, while Dickinson's has no firm pattern
or stasis of belief.
One may question why the two differ when they shared so much in
common.

One prime reason may be that Whitman found acceptance for his

first edition of Leaves of Grass from a renowned writer and philosopher,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, while Emily found rejection from a less competent
critic, Thomas Wentworth Higginson.

Clark Griffith points out that this

rejection could have been the death blow to her self-confidence because
it was one in a long history of rejection:
Her father failed Emily Dickinson. She worshipped the man as
her letter s again and again reveal. Austere and forbidding as
he was, Edward Dickinson proved quite incapable of returning
the affection, and his aloofness hurt her deeply. Then her
brother failed Emily Dickinson. Into her relationships with
him she poured all the warmth and fervor her father had rebuffed.
Austin Dickinson responded by marrying and the bitterness that
Emily sometimes displayed toward both him and his wife suggests
that she never quite forgave either one. When she timidly sub
mitted her poetry, a masculine critic failed Emily Dickinson.
Not only was she more intelligent than a reader like Thomas
Wentworth Higginson, she had a keen awareness of her superiority.
Nevertheless, Higginson condescended, and reproved, and against
his comments Emily was never able to muster adequate defense.
Finally, and primarily, God failed Emily Dickinson. From Him,
she asked only certitude. She wanted the grounds for belief,
especially for belief in immortality. But Emily Dickinson's
God remained withdrawn and silent. 4
Whitman, on the other hand, saw himself as divine.
What is implicit in every line of Whitman is the belief that
the poet projects a world of order and meaning and identity
into either a chaos or a sheer vacuum; he does not discover
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it. The poet may salute the chaos; but he creates the world.
Such a conviction contributed greatly to Whitman's ever enlarg
ing idea of the �oet as the vicar of God, as the Son of God-
as God himself. 11 5
While Emily Dickinson agreed at times that the poet could include
God himself, she never totally could accept this belief and stand by
it. "For her, the idea of immortality was not to be grasped as an
abstraction, but was to be conceived only by comparison to concrete
sensation,"

She recognized that "by observation and experience one may

test certain 'facts' about man's existence, but neither observation nor
experience is of value in testing the validity of certain religious
aspira
. t.ions, h opes, or f ears. ,.

6

One is reminded of her letter to

HigginE:on in July after her father's death in which she says that she
would have tested Immortality herself before entrusting her father to
l·t •

7

In the last analysis, one must admit that the personal psychological
differences are the main reasons for the poets' different interpretations
of the same theme.

Of Whitman, Untemeyer observes:

His windy optimism remains an emotional rather than a rational
influence. His whole-heartedness, his large yea-saying, coming
at a time of cautious skepticism, hesitancy and insecurity, is
Whitman's great gift not only to his period but to posterity.8
In a similar fashion Cody diagnosis Emily Dickinson's doubt:
The religious influence, the literary ones, and repeated actual
confrontations with death undoubtedly made their contributions
to Emily Dickinson's preoccupation with mortality. But it should
be apparent that these forces, in their convergence on the poet,
found fertile psychological ground. . . . her conscious ruminations
were stimulated as much by inner emotional disposition as by
external impressions.9
Emily Dickinson said it more succintly:
To hear an Oriole sing
May be a common thing-
Or only a divine.
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It is not of the Bird
Who sings the same, unheard,
As unto Drowd-The Fashion of the Ear
Attireth that it hear.
In dun, or fair-So whether it be Tune,
Or whether it be none
Is of within.
The "Tune is in the Tree--"
The Skeptic--showeth me-
"No Sir! In Thee!" (//526)
A second possible reason for their differences is that they each
reflected a different characteristic of their young nation.

Sewall

states that a prediction with which he concurs ". . . is that within
another decade America's two seminal poets will be Whitman and Dickinson."
These poets, though different, did reflect their country.

Emily

Dickinson reflected the America Untemeyer mentioned--that of 'cautious
skepticism, hesitancy, and insecurity'--the America Whitman acknowledged
in politics and journalism, but denied in poetry.
America of democracy whose literature should "

Whitman mirrored the
. be remarkable for

its comprehensiveness, its acceptance of the persons of all men, its
10
multiform sympathies."
The democrat believes that the inalienable
humanity of all makes all people equal and brothers.

Whitman, as the

poet of democ�acy, accepts and admires "[e]very variety of race and nation,
every condition in society, every degree of culture, every season of
human life."11

Brooks says that Whitman precipitated the American

character by bringing into harmony all the separate, self-sufficient,

incoordinate actions, theories, idealism and by molding a fresh demo
cratic ideal.

He gave America a consciousness of its own character.12

Unfortunately, for the most part, nineteenth century America ignored
her two seminal poets, Whitman, because he appeared radical and coarse,
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Dickinson, because she withheld her work from the people.

Whitman learned

that " . . . [t]he representative man of a nation is not always the
nation's favorite. 11 13

Emily Dickinson masqued her disappointment at

Higginson's cool response to her poetry with, "If fame belonged to me,
I could not escape her . .

,.14

Twentieth century America has bestowed

f ame on and acknowledged her representatives.

Walt Whitman and Emily

Dickinson are at last recognized as great American poets, for "The proof
of a poet is that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has
absorbed it" (p. 427).
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